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Hector’s and Māui dolphins (Cephalorhynchus hectori) are endemic dolphins of 
Aotearoa New Zealand. This thesis documents how C. hectori have changed 
from being the most common dolphin species seen in New Zealand waters to 
one of the rarest. The decline of C. hectori has been almost entirely due to 
bycatch in inshore net fisheries.  
This collection and analysis of historical information documents and examines 
observations and the earliest scientific information of C. hectori from the 1800s 
onwards. Peer reviewed publications, old books and historical media have been 
accessed, providing general descriptions, information about distribution, 
habitat use, sightings, strandings, bycatch and pod sizes. Creative components 
produced as part fulfilment of the MSciComm and documented in this thesis 
include a music CD, a public awareness campaign and a museum exhibition.  
Convincing evidence is presented that C. hectori were previously abundant in 
many places around New Zealand including the wider Cook Strait, Tasman Bay 
and much of the North Island. Many small subpopulations (hapū) have been 
removed or reduced to very small population fragments from the Hauraki Gulf, 
Bay of Islands, Hawkes Bay, Wairarapa, Palliser Bay, Kapiti, Whanganui and 
Taranaki. Some of these hapū began to be impacted in large numbers from the 
1960s onwards.  
Estuaries, lagoons and rivers were historically much more important foraging 
areas than they are now. Group sizes used to range in the hundreds and have 
reduced over time.  
This important, historical information is critical to a comprehensive analysis of 
the conservation status of these dolphins. By understanding the patterns of 
decline, we can know what to expect to see when Hector’s and Māui dolphin 
hapū are on the path to true recovery. This will require adequate protection 
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‘I aua wa o tatou Hapori tuatahi, 
kua manahia Pahu a tatou kaihautu, 
hoa tuturu a hoa kaiawe ano. 
Kei a Pahu kua rewangia ai to tatou hauora; 
e io, e whangai ana kai, ma tinana, hinengaro a awenga ano. 
E Pahu, me ora mau tonu ana koe a o tatou tini akau tai’. 
 
‘Since the time of our first people, 
Hector’s dolphins have been our trusted pilot, 
and real-life inspirational friend. 
It is Hector’s that lift our total well-being; 
a source, providing nourishment for body, mind and soul. 
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Glossary of Te Reo Māori terms 
 
Most definitions are from Te Aka: Māori/English dictionary (Moorefield, 2011). 
 
 
Aotearoa – New Zealand; formerly referred to just the North Island. 
Hapū – Sub-tribe, pregnant, kinship group, clan. A number of related hapū usually 
shared adjacent territories forming a looser tribal federation (iwi). 
Iwi – Strength, bone; Tribe, nation, people, society; Extended kinship group. Often 
refers to a large group of people descended from a common ancestor and associated 
with a distinct territory. 
Kaimoana – Seafood. 
Kaitiaki – Guardian, custodian, steward, caretaker, manager, trustee. 
Kaumātua – Elders, people of status within the whanau. 
Kaupapa – Strategy, theme, philosophy, matter for discussion, initiative. 
Kaupapa Māori – Māori approach, topic, customary practice, institution, agenda, 
principles and Māori ideology. A philosophical doctrine, incorporating the knowledge, 
skills, attitudes and values of Māori society. 
Kōrero o mua – Histories and traditions. 
Kōrerorero – Dialogue, conversation, discussion chat. 
Mahi – Work. 
Mahika/ Mahinga kai – Wild food gathering place, garden, cultivation. 
Māori – Indigenous person/people of Aotearoa, New Zealand. Also means normal, 
common, usual, native. 
Marae – Sacred meeting place, courtyard in front of the wharenui (meeting house), 
where formal greetings and discussions take place. Often also used to include the 
complex of buildings around the marae. 
Mātauranga Māori – Māori knowledge – the body of knowledge originating from 
Māori ancestors, including the Māori world view and perspectives, creativity and 
cultural practices. 
Moana – Sea. 
Ngāi Tahu – Tribal group composing much of the South Island, sometimes called Kāi 
Tahu by southern hapū. 
Paepae roa – Beam across the front of the veranda of a wharenui (meeting house). 
Pākehā – New Zealander of European descent. 
Pounamu – Greenstone, nephrite, jade. 
Rohe – Tribal boundary, district, region, territory, area, border (of land). 




Te Reo Māori – Māori language. 
Toitū – To be undisturbed, untouched, permanent, entire. 
Tiriti o Waitangi – Treaty of Waitangi. Written agreement made in 1840 between the 
British Crown and more than 500 Māori rangatira (chiefs). 
Whakataukī – Proverb, significant saying, formulaic saying. 
Whānau – Extended family, family group; to be born, give birth. 
Whānaunga – Relative, relation, kin, blood relation. 
Whenua – Land, placenta. 
Upokohue – Cephalorhynchus hectori, Hector’s/Māui dolphin; Globicephala melas, 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
This thesis documents the historical abundance and distribution of New Zealand 
dolphins (Cephalorhynchus hectori), known nationally as Hector’s and Māui 
dolphins. Terrestrial and marine species are facing mass extinctions, as climate 
change puts even more pressure on small populations (Ceballos et al. 2010; 
Briggs, 2011). Hector’s and Māui dolphins have been classified by the IUCN as 
Endangered and Critically Endangered respectively since the year 2000 (Reeves 
et al. 2013). 
 
Bycatch of smaller cetaceans in fishing nets is a global problem, with hundreds 
of thousands caught annually, mostly in gillnets (Brownell et al. 2019; Read et 
al. 2006; Read, 2008). The animal welfare implications of all these deaths are 
enormous: dolphins die painful, panicked deaths as they suffocate, sometimes 
breaking bones, cutting themselves in nets, suffering internal bleeding and 
organ failure during the process of entanglement (Dolman and Moore, 2017). 
Both Māui and Hector’s dolphins are still exposed to fishing nets in much of their 
habitat. 
 
This work has been conducted over many years and comprises both academic 
and creative components. The academic component of the thesis documents 
historic and more recent observations of Cephalorhynchus hectori and describes 
the evidence which supports confidence of observation accuracy. The main 
focus of Chapters 3 to 5 is on how the distribution and abundance has changed 
over time. Other aspects considered include habitats, behaviours, connectivity 
and genetics. Material is presented chronologically, rather than by publication 
date. Chapter 6 describes the creative components of the work, including 
production of a music CD, delivery of a widespread public awareness campaign 
and creation and display of a museum exhibition. Links are provided to these 
works which are archived electronically. Chapter 7 contains conclusions and 





The main focus is on how the earliest scientific findings and observations of C. 
hectori have changed throughout time. The bulk of this information has never 
been studied in detail or considered as a collective and so this thesis represents 
a significant contribution to the literature. Much of this early data has been 
considered unreliable and/or irrelevant when compared to modern data 
collection and statistical precision. Data prior to 1970 has often been 
overlooked or disregarded. These data do contain anomalies and may not fit 
with our understanding of Hector’s and Māui dolphins today. However, these 
data are a goldmine of information about the historical distribution of these 
dolphins. Much of the sighting data that occurred prior to the validation system 
developed by the New Zealand (NZ) Department of Conservation (DOC) (du 
Fresne, 2010), are simply not included or incorporated into modelling scenarios 
used to make conservation decisions today. This often forgotten and 
overlooked historical knowledge is vital for conservation management of this 
species. Its neglect has resulted in shifting baselines that lower the standard of 




1.1 Cephalorhynchus hectori 
 
NZ has very high cetacean diversity. Common (Delphinus delphis), Bottlenose 
(Tursiops truncatus), Dusky dolphins (Lagenorhynchus obscurus) and Orca 
(Orcinus orca) are familiar and native to Aotearoa (NZ) waters; Hector’s and 
Māui dolphins are endemic, unique to these coasts. Cephalorhynchus hectori 






Figure 1.1: Hector’s dolphin mother and calf, Queen Charlotte Sound. (Image:  Rob Pine). 
 
They differ from other NZ dolphin species noticeably, by their rounded fins and 
high site-fidelity, and inhabit coastal waters from the surf zone out to just 
beyond the 100m depth contour. 
 
The genus Cephalorhynchus contains other southern hemisphere species, all 
small with rounded fins including, Commerson’s dolphin (C. commersonii), 
Chilean dolphin (C. eutropia) and Heaviside’s dolphin (C. heavisidii). All 
Cephalorhynchus species are expert surfers in their realm of turbulent water 
close to shore (Dawson, 2009). 
 
The subspecies Māui dolphin (Cephalorhynchus hectori Māui) inhabits the west 
coast of the North Island, with a shrinking distribution (Baker et al. 2016). Māui 
dolphins are nearly identical to Hector’s dolphins, but there are subtle 
differences: Māui have slightly longer lengths, wider rostra (beaks); and both 
geographic and mitochondrial DNA isolation. Māui dolphins have had a single 
unique haplotype (‘G’) since at least 1988 (Baker et al. 2002; Hamner et al. 2012; 
Pichler 2002). With back calculation and population modelling, the population 




From recent genetic mark-recapture methods, there are an estimated 63 Māui 
over one year of age left (95% CI = 57 – 75; Baker et al. 2016). Further analysis 
of data (from 2001 – 2016) resulted in an alternate estimate of 57 Māui (Cooke 
et al. 2018; 95% CI = 44−75).  
 
Hector’s dolphins are found primarily around the South Island. Numbers have 
declined rapidly from around 50,158 in 1975 (95% CI = 27,411 – 91,783; Slooten 
and Dawson, 2016) to 14,849 (95% CI = 11,923 – 18,492; MacKenzie and 
Clement, 2014, 2016). This was an unexpected increase compared to the earlier 
estimate of 7,270 Hector’s dolphins (95% = 5,303 – 9,966; Slooten et al. 2004; 
from 1997 – 2001 survey data). These earlier surveys went out to four nautical 
miles, but the more recent ones (from 2010 – 2015 field data) ranged out to 20 
nautical miles. Population estimates were similar, compared to the earlier 
estimates, except along the East Coast South Island. Here, Hector’s dolphins can 
range out to 20 nautical miles, due to the extensive habitat out to the edge of 




In 2007, after stakeholder consultation involving a Threat Management Plan 
(TMP), the NZ government introduced a series of protection measures that 
differed regionally as well as temporally, in various set net and trawling bans. A 
second Threat Management Plan resulted in some more protection from set 
nets, implemented in 2020. Current population estimates for the larger regional 







Figure 1.2: Map showing current distribution, protection measures and most recent estimates of the four main 
populations, West Coast North Island; and West, South and East coasts South Island. Newly introduced 
protection measures announced in 2020 are shown in light green. Population estimates for Hector’s dolphins 
are from McKenzie & Clement, 2016, rounded to the nearest ten. The years for field data are recorded in 
brackets. The latest estimate for Māui dolphins ranges from 63 (Baker et al. 2016; 95% CI 57-75) to 57 
individuals over one year of age left (Cooke et al. 2018; 44-75). Protection boundaries shown on the map are 
indicative only. Some of the estimates are from field data from 2010, and most South Island areas would 
benefit from updated population estimates. 
 
Protection measures currently do not go far enough to ensure population 
recovery. Much dolphin habitat remains unprotected. The set net and trawl 
bans concentrate and increase fishing effort close to protection boundaries, 
making dolphins highly susceptible to bycatch in these parts. This has the effect 
of driving further fragmentation of localised groups. The International Whaling 
Commission (2014) has recommended protection out to the 100 metre depth 





The rules vary from area to area, making it harder to know the rules and 
monitor. The West Coast South Island, although high in dolphin bycatch has 
some of the littlest protection. Recreational and commercial set netting bans 
are only seasonal, and commercial is only banned for two months of the year. 
The hapū south of Kaikōura, historically high in bycatch, has an exemption for 
commercial and recreational set netting, protected out to one nautical mile.  
This was the only area where Hector’s dolphins were often in waters deeper 
than 80 metres, near the edge of the Hikurangi Trench (Bräger et al. 2002). 
 
Māui dolphins were granted an increase of protection from trawling out to four 
nautical miles in the 2020 measures. There is generally, little protection from 
trawling, and there are exemptions that allow trawling for flatfish adjacent to 
beaches.  
 
Over the 2018/19 summer season, two lots of three Hector’s dolphins were 
caught in the same trawl tows off Pegasus Bay, Canterbury. One was also caught 
in a trawl net off Timaru. In February 2018, five Hector’s dolphins were caught 
in a single commercial set net off Banks Peninsula. The fact that there has been 
high bycatch recently off Canterbury is not surprising. Here the level of 
protection is slightly higher, and recent studies show these hapū are slowly 
increasing (Gormley et al. 2012). This shows the devastating effects of higher 
dolphin density around set nets and how bycatch would have been a common 
occurrence in decades past.  
The threat of trawling is often minimised due to lack of data. Trawling may be 
more of a problem in some areas than others (i.e. Canterbury), where groups of 
dolphins are often observed behind trawlers, diving down to the nets (Rayment 
& Webster, 2009). The recent multiple deaths in trawls off East Coast South 
Island cannot be ignored. The lack of good bycatch estimates through low 
observer coverage needs addressed. 
DOC, the government entity responsible for conservation management in New 




Vulnerable’, an improvement from being ‘Nationally Endangered’ (Baker et al. 
2019). Quantifiers for this change in status include ‘conservation dependent’; 
having fragmented populations; and being data poor in relation to fisheries 
trends and risks in the 1970s and 1980s – a gap this work will improve on. 
 
In 2018, during the Threat Management Plan (TMP) process, the Expert Panel 
recommended an investigation into earlier population sizes and sightings, the 
consideration of them being critical to decision makers: 
  
“The TMP needs to include a firm basis for determining the current status of 
dolphin populations in relation to their historical abundance and distribution 
so that ‘recovery’ can be defined and worked towards” (Taylor et al. 2018, p. 5). 
 
The Expert Panel recommended a qualitative review based on the short 
summary of published, historical information provided to the Risk Assessment 
Workshop: “Early abundance and distribution of Hector’s/Māui dolphins” by 
the author (Taylor et al. 2018). 
  
There is a need for fixed historical reference points - otherwise risk assessments 
can be too optimistic due to shifting baselines (Pauly, 1995). It is of increasing 
concern how current management tends to disregard data prior to the 1970s, 
or even worse, prior to 2000. Much of these historical, but important data are 
not incorporated adequately, which contributes to paradigms and moving 
scientific parameters. Shifting baselines are also evident in some of the recent 
classifications of cause of death in official government bycatch records. For 
example, if the dolphin is too decomposed, it is recorded as dying from ‘natural 
causes’, even though it was known to be caught in a net. There is another 
instance where cause of death by entanglement is ‘probable’, despite the 
dolphin having clear net marks (Slooten & Dawson, 2017). 
 
This work seeks to establish the historical template for Hector’s and Māui 
dolphins. Historical templates are valuable tools to inform restorative 




patterns and observations, areas of historical habitat and former abundance are 
clearly revealed. Historical templates provide important key reference points, 
portraying the characteristic conditions that allow the species to thrive in their 
environment (Waples et al. 2007; Waples et al. 2015). If present conditions 
differ substantially, certainly the case for C. hectori with such marked 
population decline, the historical template becomes increasingly important to 
document for effective conservation (Waples et al. 2007), and to prevent 
shifting baselines. To promote restoration and resilience, threat levels need to 
be as close as possible to the historical template (Waples et al. 2009).  
 
As this thesis will demonstrate, C. hectori have gone from being the most 
common dolphin species seen in NZ waters, to one of the rarest. It is clear that 
C. hectori were once widespread and common around both the North and South 
islands of New Zealand (NZ). Coupled with slow reproduction rates and 
population growth, the demise of C. hectori is due to well-documented bycatch 
in set and gill net fishing (Martien et al. 1999; Dawson et al. 2001; Baker et al. 
2013). This has been occurring since the late 1960s, when both cotton and hemp 
nets were replaced by plastic nylon nets which are difficult for dolphins to 
detect (Slooten et al. 2000). Recreational set netting has also significantly 
contributed to their demise. It is very popular in NZ, especially in summer. 
Although it has been banned around much of the South Island, and the West 
Coast North Island, it is still permitted in Golden and Tasman bays, and most of 
the North Island. Bycatch from trawling continues to occur; and when it does, 
there are often multiple dolphins in one tow.  There is not yet enough data or 







1.2 Hapū structure 
Cephalorhynchus hectori are Aotearoa’s most indigenous dolphins. Like  
indigenous Māori, studies indicate that C. hectori also have hapū (sub-tribes or 
small subpopulations) and rohe (areas). The species has small average 
alongshore ranges of around fifty kilometres (Bräger et al. 2002; Rayment et al. 
2009). There are occasional adventurers; at least four Hector’s dolphins have 
travelled up from South Island waters to live among Māui (Hamner et al. 2013); 
however, it appears most of the whānau (family) stays home. The pattern of 
high site fidelity is evident from multiple smaller scale population studies from 
Banks Peninsula, Kaikōura, Otago and Southland (Rayment et al. 2009; Rodda, 
2016; Turek et al. 2013; and Weir & Sagnol, 2015). Genetic studies confirm the 
importance of all dolphin hapū, where adjacent genetic exchange keeps the 
species robust (Hamner et al. 2012). This points towards many more hapū, small 
subpopulations or distinct population segments, within the four subpopulations 
currently considered by DOC.  
 
There is growing concern for small and isolated South Island hapū, where 
connectivity has been lost due to direct and indirect consequences of high 
bycatch (Baker et al. 2019). The resulting population fragmentation is one of the 
greatest challenges to species recovery (Dawson & Slooten 1988; Hamner et al. 
2012, 2013; Turek et al. 2013). This fundamental principle of thriving and 
connected hapū is essential for this species to recover.  
 
There are currently at least four different genetic populations, West Coast North 
Island and East, West and South Coasts of the South Island. This genetic 
distinction is what prompted Māui dolphin to be named a separate subspecies. 
Even so, the South Coast population could also be its own separate subspecies 
by the same merit. Significant differentiation for Te Waewae Bay and Toetoes 
Bay is supported by both mtDNA and microsatellite analyses (Hamner et al. 
2012). The Southland population also has serious conservation status concerns 
due to its low numbers, fragmentation and growing genetic isolation. The 




These four or more genetically distinct populations are like iwi (tribes). Within 
these iwi, there are finer genetic distinctions into sub-tribes, or hapū and finer 
again, into whanau (family units). Hapū, also means ‘to be pregnant’, making up 
the iwi (iwi means bones, strength, as well as tribe). Within iwi, there are small, 
cumulative differences between each adjacent hapū so that the hapū at the top 
and bottom of the east and west coasts, are genetically distinct. Each has its 
own suite of haplotypes, sometimes unique to them and/or sometimes with 
different sets of haplotypes in different areas, as seen in Figure 1.3. 
 
 
Figure 1.3: Map of mitochondrial control region haplotypes, showing genetic differentiation between and 
within subpopulations (from Hamner et al. 2012, p. 988). There is a newer version of this map (greyscale) 
that shows the genetics of Hector’s present among the Māui population (Hamner et al.2014). 
 
Each hapū serves as a critical link along the stepping-stone chain of gene flow. 
Today, the species is made up of a series of loosely connected hapū, that are 




fishing industry. Any further loss of a hapū is likely to result in smaller, more 
isolated populations.  
There is a beautiful match between the genetic findings and those from 
localised photo-ID studies in multiple places. The pattern is of local dolphin 
populations with small alongshore home ranges that average 50 kilometres. 
There are adventurers, who travel farther afield, but they are few and far 
between. Everywhere the species has been studied in detail, small home ranges 
are evident – e.g. Kaikōura (Weir & Sagnol, 2015); Te Waewae Bay (Rodda, 
2016); Otago and Moeraki (Bräger, 1998, Turek et al. 2013); and Banks 
Peninsula (Rayment et al. 2009).  
C. hectori are not evenly spread out around their habitat. Distribution is highly 
clumped and patchy (Cawthorn, 1988; Slooten & Dawson, 2013). Dolphins (and 
fish) are both clustered in patches of high nutrients (de Jager et al. 2019) Even 
within areas of high abundance, groups are unevenly spaced. There are small 
groups in various spots that cluster together. Interestingly the clustering of C. 
hectori hapū around the South Island is a close match to the distribution of 
ancestral marae, also patchy and clumped – and linked to plentiful kaimoana 
(seafood). 
Hector’s dolphins are still common off Banks Peninsula today. Yet around the 
top of the South they were once common, while today they are very rare. There 
is moderately high density of Hector’s dolphins off the Hokitika – Greymouth 
coast today, but in areas to the north and south of that, numbers of Hector’s 
dolphins have declined, and distribution is becoming increasingly fragmented. 
This is also the case for the East Coast South Island, with a large hapū living in 
the middle at Banks Peninsula, with gaps in distribution to the north and south.  
Generally, most of the hapū will stay in their local areas, but there are some 
adventurers amongst them, most likely subadults (Ramari Oliphant Stewart, 
personal communication, 27 July 2018). Over recent years, there have been 
several Hector’s dolphins seen swimming north into Māui territory, where some 




subspecies yet, based on their historical connectivity, we could expect a ‘hybrid’ 
to be confirmed in the years to come. There is certainly potential (Hamner et al. 
2013; Baker et al. 2016). It is important to understand this hapū structure in 
order to manage conservation and recovery effectively and to reverse the 
process of decline. 
 
 
1.3 Indigenous relationship 
 
Aotearoa New Zealand has a deep and rich cultural heritage with regards to 
cetaceans. To New Zealand’s indigenous Māori, cetaceans, including C. hectori 
are children of Tangaroa, the god of the sea. They are taonga (treasures), beheld 
as whānaunga (extended family) with deep respect.  
Out of all the many cetaceans familiar to Aotearoa shores, C. hectori have the 
most names in Te Reo (the Māori language) associated with the species, 
including: Ahoaho, Hopuhopu, Pahu, Papakanua, Pehipehi, Popoto, Tūpoupou, 
Tutumairekurai, Upokohue and Waiaua.  
In a process parallel to work reported in this thesis, much research into 
mātauranga Māori associated with C. hectori has already been done by the 
author under the guidance of several kaumātua. Preliminary research confirms 
many of these names for C. hectori were once well known among North Island 
Māori. The terms were used in varying ways by different iwi; some terms were 
localised to certain rohe (areas). This is another indication how widespread C. 
hectori were, all around Aotearoa, both North and South islands.  
In the past, Māori spent a large portion of their lives harvesting resources from 
the sea; they were excellent observers. In-depth knowledge of the environment 
was key to survival. They would have spent time alongside Hector’s/Māui 
dolphins, while carrying out mahinga kai practices (traditional food 
gathering). Māori would have been very familiar with Hector’s/ Māui as they 




There is no doubt, that Māori on occasion did harvest C. hectori; they were 
plentiful, conveniently close, and would have been easy to catch. Remains of 
dolphins have been found at the same sites as harpoon hooks, suggesting they 
were hunted. C. hectori were an important source of meat, and especially fat 
and oil in times of need (Ramari Oliphant Stewart, pers. comm., 8 August 2018). 
This is demonstrated in the account by Dr Louis Thiercelin, a French doctor to 
whalers, in 1866 (Thiercelin, 1995; see Section 3.1) who observed the successful 
hunt of a small ‘porpoise’ in Akaroa, Canterbury.  
 
However, dolphins weren’t a main staple of the diet, compared to fish, birds 
and seals (Smith 1985, 1989, 2011; Sheersholm et al. 2018).  
 
Māori also had strong spiritual connections to C. hectori. Certain whānau 
(families) and hapū (sub-tribes) had (some still do) strong relationships with 
dolphins, who were kaitiaki (guardians) in reciprocal ways. They acted as tohū 
(signs) and were ecosystem indicators.  
 
The relationship Māori had with this dolphin is remarkable. With consultation, 
this will be further explored and published in a later work. Reviving this 
indigenous knowledge, under kaupapa Māori practices and ethical research 
protocols (as recommended by Tuhiwai Smith, 2012) will benefit current and 
future conservation management. It has the potential to strengthen and build 
the Treaty partnership that the government has with iwi (indigenous tribes).  
 
Kāti Huirapa Rūnaka ki Puketeraki at Karitane, Otago have a special relationship 
with Hector’s dolphins (Pahu). A stunning carved dolphin taonga sits above their 








Figure 1.4: The carved Hector’s dolphin (Pahu) has fins made of pounamu, greenstone, and is an exact 
replica, down to the nicks and marks, of one that washed up during the carving process and opening in 
2002. It was created by Ōraka-Aparima carver James York. (Image used with permission: Kāti Huirapa 
Rūnaka ki Puketeraki). 
 
In order to understand mātauranga Māori material associated with this species, 
of which much is fragmented, an understanding of the context and 
environmental circumstances of the time is needed. Connections can be made 
more readily by understanding dolphin populations and habitats in the past. The 
work reported in this thesis provides that foundation. Like the whakataukī 
(proverb), “Ka mua, ka muri”, which can mean "walking backwards into the 
future", this work seeks to look to the past to inform the future.   
 
With Europeans and Americans shooting C. hectori for amusement, profit, and 
calling them puffing pigs, whaling and colonisation possibly put a damper on the 
indigenous reverence towards cetaceans. The damaging process of colonisation  
resulted in negative views of the native culture (Mikaere, 2011; Reid et al. 2017). 
Alienation from land and subsequently resources resulted, and access to 
traditional mahinga kai (food gathering areas) became severely limited with 




However, while the European and colonial New Zealand culture had little 
awareness of the incredible biology and intelligence of whales and 
dolphins prior to the 1970s, many New Zealanders were excited to see the 
cetaceans, as reflected in the delighted reporting of Hector’s dolphin sightings 





Porpoise was the common name for Hector’s/Māui dolphins up until about the 
1960s. Some people still refer to them as porpoises today, and Hector’s 
dolphins can still often be found at popular Southland beach, gambolling in the 
waves – at Porpoise Bay.  
 
Biologically, porpoises are different to dolphins in that they have no beak, are 
smaller, chubbier, and have spade shaped teeth, and fused vertebrae. NZ has 
one species, the spectacled porpoise (Phocoena dioptrica) that lives in the 
Southern Ocean, but it is rarely seen and known from only a handful of 
specimens. 
 
Both genera, Phocoena and Cephalorhynchus have similar body shapes, 
habitats, and behaviours (Fig. 1.5). Hector’s/Māui dolphins essentially occupy 
the equivalent coastal ecological niches as porpoises in the northern 
hemisphere (Watkins et al. 1977).  
 
Many Europeans called Hector’s/Māui ‘porpoises’ on arrival into New Zealand. 
A reason C. hectori were called porpoises is that they resemble what was then 
known as the common porpoise (the harbour porpoise, Phocoena 
phocoena) seen around Ireland and the United Kingdom, often like Hector’s, 





Around the British Isles, the porpoise is the most common of all marine 
mammals (Graham, 1956). To confuse things, Americans tended to call all 




Figure 1.5: Top: The common porpoise, known as the harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena). George 
Arents Collection, Cigarette Card. The New York Public Library.  (From 
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e3-2b2c-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99).  
Lower: Harbour porpoise spy hopping, looking very similar to a Hector’s dolphin. Both have smaller and 
rounded fins compared to other dolphin species (image:: Finding Nature UK). 
 
Porpoise was, therefore, an easy assumption to make. However, Hector’s/ Māui 
dolphins are members of the Delphinidae family, and they are the smallest in 
the world. They are a unique species of dolphin, found only in Aotearoa.  They 





The scientists of the day were careful to differentiate between the various NZ 
dolphin species. Although there was some taxonomical confusion early on, this 
soon was ironed out, thanks mainly to Sir James Hector. 
 
The word ‘porpoise’ originates from ‘porc poisson’, a French term meaning pig 
fish. ‘Puffing pigs’ was another common term for porpoises, that has also been 
applied to C. hectori. In quite a contrast, ‘dolphin’ comes from the Greek 
‘delphis’, meaning womb. Dolphins are important in Ancient Greek culture, 
symbolizing growth and regeneration, and are often associated with women 
and creation. C. hectori were commonly mistakenly regarded as porpoises or 








Chapter 2: Materials and Methods 
 
 
A large portion of the research material collected as described below relates to 
both Hector’s and Māui dolphins simultaneously. Until 2002, there was no 
distinction made between the two sub-species. In earlier times, there was no 
gap in distribution, unlike the present situation, where a great deal of 
population decline has occurred from Taranaki down to the top of the South 
Island. It is unknown whether NZ dolphins on the East Coast North Island would 
be Hector’s, Māui, or a different sub-species altogether. Instead of listing the 
modern terms for this species separately in every instance, and to avoid 
confusion, the terms Hector’s/Māui, C. hectori, NZ dolphins, or Aotearoa 
dolphins are used in order to acknowledge the species as a whole and to 
recognise their wider historical distribution. If material relates only to the South 
Island, then Hector’s dolphin is used and for material relating to only the North 





A wide variety of information has been collected and used, including general 
descriptions, distribution, habitat use, sightings, strandings, bycatch, pod sizes, 
artwork, photographs and other interesting observations. An attempt has been 
made to collect all mentions of C. hectori, from material ranging from the 1700s 
to the early 2000s. If material has been missed, it is hoped this work will be 
updated as new information comes to light. 
 
Some of the research in collecting sources has been systematic and some 
opportunistic, as is the nature of collecting historical fragments. In order to be 
successful, the net has to be cast wide. Primary sources include observations 
from some of NZ’s earliest scientific publications. Observations from 
experienced mariners have also been scrutinised, as have popular writings and 




sources may be considered ‘anecdotal’, yet this type of evidence is 
complementary. The information is empirical, based on careful observations – 
the essence of what scientific method is based on. According to Cubitt (2013), 
these evidence-based sources should be considered within the scope of science. 
They provide depth, colour and context to the primary sources, from motives 
that were to inform correctly, not mislead (Cubitt, 2013). Tuhiwai Smith (2012) 
explains that with enough anecdotal evidence, relevant connections emerge, 
like a ‘partner in dialogue’ that ties the information together, reinforcing it. 
Some of the information collected in this work may lack statistical certainty by 
today’s standards, yet as a body of evidence, it gives a very strong sense of 
historical reality, especially with the consistency of these sources which are 
saying the same things over time. We have to use what information is available. 
 
Most information cited in this work is from scientists. Generally, scientists can 
be considered as factual, reliable and accurate sources of information. They are 
university trained as observers, with attention to detail. They publish scientific 
information of the highest standard, with the rigour demanded in peer-
reviewed processes. Many also write in books and newspaper columns. Other 
sources that add flesh and colour to the facts are captains, fishers and other 
locals. The best historical information comes from scientists who lived in NZ, 
with first-hand empirical knowledge (as opposed to international perspectives).  
 
Books were borrowed from personal, public and university libraries; many were 
dusty, second-hand gems that held vital information. Many old books do not 
have indexes, and if they do, porpoises and other such keywords are rarely 
listed. Hector’s dolphins were once very common, hardly a rarity, hence the lack 
of subject focus. They are described as ‘common’ and ‘ordinary’, and were taken 
for granted, like seagulls were.  
 
Articles in Russian and Māori were read; some in French were translated by the 
author (i.e., van Beneden, Appendix 2). Numerous online databases were of 




University), The Early New Zealand Books Collection (Auckland University, 
Fletchers Index (Waikato University), Biodiversity Heritage Library, Google 
Books and others. Archivists have assisted from the Waitangi Tribunal, DOC 
Information Services, Te Papa and numerous libraries and museums. 
 
From the peer-reviewed research, historical sighting and stranding data were 
examined. It is important to consider that with historical sightings data, if 
dolphins have not been sighted in a particular area, this does not mean they are 
absent from the area. Areas of low human usage may have little or no 
observations of dolphins (Laake et al. 1997).  ‘The paucity of records from some 
areas may reflect absence of observers on some parts of the coast’ (Morzer 
Bruyns & Baker, 1973, p. 136). In areas of low dolphin density, they’re also 
harder to spot. This is particularly the case for East Coast North Island. 
 
Historical stranding data indicates known distribution, providing a picture of 
where dolphins have been found dead. Hector’s dolphins generally only strand 
singly, they don’t mass strand (Brabyn, 1990). Causes of death include old age, 
disease, bycatch and calves separated from their mothers. The stranding data 
indicates where dolphins have been living and dying.  
 
An important consideration in estimating bycatch is that not all dolphins caught 
in nets show net marks (Kuiken, 1996; Bernaldo De Quirós et al. 2018): 
 
The carcasses of harbour porpoises, known to have been entangled in 
static monofilament nets, sometimes have no visible skin lesions from 
the net. Therefore the absence of typical skin cuts in a cetacean carcass 
does not mean it was not by-caught.   (Kuiken, 1996) 
 
  
On average, only 50% of dead Hector’s dolphins, obtained from observers and 
fishers, that were known to be caught in nets, show clear evidence of being 






2.2 Porpoises and dolphins 
 
When searching early material on this dolphin, it is necessary to include the 
search term ‘porpoise’, for reasons described in Section 1.2. New Zealanders 
often confused the terms dolphin and porpoise; generally, the term ‘porpoise’ 
was used with reference to Hector’s/Māui dolphins but was also used by some 
of the general public interchangeably to refer to other NZ dolphin species such 
as Common, Bottlenose, and Dusky dolphins.  
 
When describing the zoology of the Terror and Erubus voyages, Richardson & 
Gray (1844) described how maritime people termed small cetaceans, calling 
them a mixture of names including ‘Bottle-noese, Bottle-heads, Flounder-
heads, Grampuses, Porpoises or Porpusses, sometimes adding whale to the 
name. The term ‘Dolphin’ was mostly used by ‘landsmen’. Mariners instead 
confined this name to a fish species – the Dolphin, or Dolphinfish, also known 
as Mahi Mahi (Coryphaena hipurus). Fast forward to 1972, and the New Zealand 
government is still publishing fisheries material referring to ‘the dolphin’ as 
Mahi Mahi. Even Stats NZ called Hector’s dolphins porpoises up until 2010 in 
the NZ Yearbooks (Stats NZ, 2019). 
 
An attempt at clarity for the general public was made in 1919, when a reader 
wrote in to the New Zealand Herald, asking scientific reporter and science writer 
James Mackay Drummond, if ‘we had both dolphins and porpoises in our seas’. 
Drummond replied: ‘Both are commonly called dolphins, but it is the porpoise 
that is found abundantly in the sea off the New Zealand coast’. He then went on 
to clearly differentiate C. hectori, that he called a porpoise from dolphins. He 
stated that porpoises never go far from land, whereas dolphins can go far 
offshore; the upper surface of the porpoise is pale grey, while the dolphin is 
brown; the dolphin is one to two feet longer than the porpoise; the dolphin’s 
beak is elongated and pointed, whereas the porpoise has no obvious beak. 
Drummond recognized C. hectori as a species unique to New Zealand, saying 
that dolphins were found in nearly all seas, consolidating his view of the species 





The lack of distinction between terms can be off-putting, but with careful 
consideration, sources need not be disregarded. They can and do provide 
supporting evidence to build the historical record for the species. There is 
greater certainty if the locations of information are a long established habitat 
for C. hectori, and when there are good fits with other contextual information. 
Although we cannot be certain that all sources refer to C. hectori when they use 
the term ‘porpoise’, especially information from the general public, it is likely to 
refer to Hector’s/Māui rather than other species of dolphin. This is especially 
so, as they were the most common dolphin seen around New Zealand 
historically. An observation not necessarily quantified by modern day sightings, 
except on the central West Coast South Island, Banks Peninsula and a few other, 
more localised places. 
 
Not all mentions of dolphins and porpoises in the early newspapers are included 
here, unless there is high likelihood that the reference is to Hector’s/Māui 
dolphins. Generally, if material mentions both dolphin and porpoise, while 
referring to two different things, there is a high likelihood that the porpoises of 
mention are Cephalorhynchus hectori, especially moving into the 20th century 
when scientists began commonly differentiating the species as ‘porpoise’ 
compared to the other dolphin species, as described above with Drummond’s 
work.  
 
The references used in this thesis are restricted to those where we can be 
confident there is no confusion between dolphin species. Observations of other 
dolphin species help strengthen confidence in the accuracy of information on C. 
hectori. Comparing information on Hector’s/Māui with other familiar NZ 
dolphins such as Common (Delphinus delphis), Bottlenose (Tursiops truncatus), 








This chapter provides summaries of early references to Hector’s/Māui dolphins. 
Sources are primarily scientists and are presented in Appendix 1. The tabular 
format includes all historical sources and relevant content relating to 
abundance and distribution included in this work. Information is presented and 
discussed here in chronological order, rather than by publication date.  
 
The results are presented by decades in Chapters 3 to 5. Methods for 
establishing confidence that each of these sources are describing Hector’s/Māui 
dolphins, and not other dolphin species was described in Chapter 2. Confidence 
in historic information is elaborated on, and results are discussed and 
summarised throughout Chapters 3 to 5.  
 
 
3.1 1700s and 1800s 
Perhaps the first scientific mention of the C. hectori species is from 1772 in 
Nouveau voyage à la mer du Sud (New voyage to the Southern Seas), when 
Marion Du Fresne was in command of several ships in a French voyage of trade 
and exploration to the southern seas (Crozet, 1783). 
Crozet made a general comment, en français (in French), that it was possible to 
see many whales and what he called white porpoises: 
Au large, a quelque distance de la terre, on voit beaucoup de baleines 
et des marsouins blancs on pourroit faire la peche. [Offshore, at some 
distance from the land, you can see many whales and white porpoises 
we can fish].      (Crozet, 1783 p.186)  
The French voyagers also noticed very large amounts of mackerel and other fish. 
The term ‘white porpoises’ almost certainly referred to C. hectori, and there 




described as white, a recurring theme that also features in indigenous kōrero o 
mua / histories and traditions.  
During the 1800s, Hector’s dolphins were being used as target practice. Māori 
were still occasionally hunting them. There were international scientists on the 
hunt for specimens, and confusion in classification ensued. The vast majority of 
sources said the same thing: C. hectori are common. 
Throughout much of the 19th Century, Yankee whalers were harpooning whales. 
It is likely that whalers and early sealers were also taking ‘porpoises’ in New 
Zealand waters. Large whale populations were heavily impacted. C. hectori 
populations may also have been impacted. Aside from whales, the most 
commonly caught other species were ‘porpoises’, as whalers took advantage of 
fresh meat and other sources of oil (Drew et al. 2019).  
 
Sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus), were targeted around Bay of Islands, 
Murihiku (Southland) and Fiordland. From 1830 onwards, ship-based American 
whalers commonly hunted along East Coast South Island for southern right 
whales (Eubalaena australis). In 1838, there were five American whaling ships 
based at Bluff, and also French boats (McNab, 1907). 
 
Captain McKillop (2019) offers some insight into the taking of porpoises. The 
harpooner received the fresh jaw. They would then harvest the oil from pans in 
the jaw, where there was always a ready market from watchmakers etc. 
Porpoise jaws were legal tender in some Pacific Islands. When the jaw was dry 







Figure 3.1: Example of scrimshaw art from a ‘porpoise’ jaw. Species unknown. (Image: Bowers Museum; 
Decorated Porpoise Jaw, 19th Century). 
 
French Captain D’Urville sailed to Aotearoa, through Cook Strait, southwards 
along the West Coast to Fiordland, then back up the east coast and around past 
Golden Bay, Tasman Bay and Marlborough Sounds. D’Urville (1831) also made 
the observation that there were many “white porpoises” (p. 75). 
The first known scientific specimen of a dolphin taken from New Zealand seas 
was on 4 February 1827, by the Astrolabe under Captain D’Urville. The capture 
of a female common dolphin (Delphinus delphis), not far from Tolaga Bay, is 
published in the Zoology section under ‘Dauphin de la Nouvelle-Zelande, 
Delphinus Novae-Zelandiae’ (D’Urville, Quoy and Gaimard (1830). There is no 
mention of other species of dolphins. The authors seem to focus only on the 
species they have caught, and seem to require this as evidence, or proof of 
existence.  
Dieffenbach sailed to NZ in 1839 on the Tory, as a surveyor and naturalist for 
the NZ Company. He states that dolphins and porpoises are usually observed 
during the course of a sea voyage, when reviewing general NZ zoology 
(Dieffenbach, 1843). He lists the officially recorded common dolphin specimen, 
quoting Quoy and Gaimard’s ‘porpoise of the New Zealand seas (Delphinus 
Novae Zelandiae)’. He trades the word ‘dolphin’ for ‘porpoise’ and adds they 




“unable to verify the accuracy of the systematic names applied” (p. 182). It is 
uncertain whether he is actually referring to D. delphis, or the more common 
species of the day – C. hectori. 
The highly esteemed Dr John Edward Gray, Keeper of Zoology and Director of 
the British Museum visited the Bay of Islands in New Zealand for three months 
on the Erebus and Terror in 1841. This was under Captain Ross, who went on to 
explore Antarctica. Gray was the first person to attempt to catalogue marine 
mammals worldwide. The species mentioned are some of the first attempts at 
scientifically classifying many different species of cetaceans at the same time, 
from various voyages. There are instances of species being mentioned several 
times, under different names. Gray is aware he has ‘overlooked 
many things which I ought to have observed and left much to my successors to 
accomplish’ (Richardson & Gray, 1844, p. 13). 
In this work, the description of the Common dolphin, as ‘the New Zealand 
dolphin’ is repeated from Quoy and Gaimard. This science is still based on 
specimens obtained, rather than observations. So far, there seems to be no 
mention of C. hectori in official zoological records. 
One of the only existing examples of early European art featuring Hector’s 
dolphins was created in France by Charles Meryon. The artist was a well-
travelled illegitimate son of a British doctor and French dancer. He spent some 
time in New Zealand during 1842- 1846 serving in the French navy. His work 
(Fig. 3.2 and 3.3) appears in 1863, depicting a scene from 1845; titled Presqu'île 
de Banks, Pointe des Charbonniers, Akaroa (Near Banks Peninsula, Colliers Point, 
Akaroa). From the profile, and lack of large distinct dorsal fin, the species 
jumping in the foreground of the etching are most certainly C. hectori.   
Te Papa Tongawera (Museum of NZ) has a print in the national collection, but 
the original etching is held at the Art Institute of Chicago. Figure 3.3 shows 





Figure 3.2: Hector’s dolphins are seen in the foreground of this 19th Century etching: Pres qu'ile de banks, 
Pointe dite Des Charbonniers, Akaroa., 1863, France, by Charles Meryon. Gift of Horace Fildes, 1937. Te 



















Figure 3.3: Detailed sections showing Hector’s dolphins from the original etching (Meryon, Seine Fishing 
off Collier’s Point, Akaroa, Banks’ Peninsula, 1845, 1863, Art Institute of Otago). Upper: Hector’s dolphins 
jumping, possibly an adult and a juvenile. Lower: Other possible dolphin activity at and below the surface 




Diary entries from Torlesse (1850) describe boat travel around the East Coast  
South Island in September, where the crew boiled stinking porpoise oil down, 
and a few days later off Canterbury, five more porpoises were caught. Because 
the location was Canterbury, a long-held area of high density of Hector’s 
dolphins, there’s a high chance these were Hector’s dolphins. 
 
James Hector, who plays a significant part in New Zealand dolphin history, is 
mentioned in 1852, in the diaries of Samuel Stephens, an early Nelson settler: 
Not a wave rippled the calm of Blind Bay.....numerous porpoises were 
gambolling very near the shore, and Hector who was with us, amused 
the party very much by his voluntary but ineffective attacks upon the 
unwieldy beasts - barking indignantly. 
 (Stephens, 1852, v. 4 typescript) 
 
Hector was just eighteen at the time, a young scientist with certainly some 
enthusiasm when around the ‘porpoises’, even though he was trying to ‘attack’ 
them. Gambolling is a term that means ‘to run and jump in a playful way’ which 
is most characteristic of C. hectori to ‘gambol’ very close to shore, more so than 
other dolphin species.  
 
The primary passenger ferry route at the time was from Wellington to Nelson, 
where Blind Bay was an older name for Tasman Bay. As mentioned earlier, the 
area was abundant with ‘white porpoises’. Hector had a high interest in C. 
hectori, and these may well have been the species encountered here. 
 
Then there are accounts from Brighton, near Dunedin, where porpoises could 
be observed ‘with much satisfaction’: 
 
There is a certain favourite Brighton spot, which we recommend to the 
notice of Otago riflemen, as combining utility with amusement. It can 
be carried on while lady relatives and friends are inhaling the breezes 
on the Parade, or superintending the juvenile excavations on the 
sands. Let the marksman sit at either side of the boat-harbour on a fine 
day, at high tide, and he will soon see a shoal of porpoises, at which if 
he is quick, he will be able to get a fair shot. The bodies of these tenants 
of the deep, when hit can be recovered at low tide, and considerable 





Diver is almost certainly referring to C. hectori. There is a long-standing history 
of Hector’s dolphins resident at Brighton, although they are uncommon now. 
The historical impacts of recreational hunting in this area, and other parts of NZ 
has never been investigated. 
 
Mahinga kai (traditional resource gathering) 
Dr Louis Thiercelin was a French doctor to the whalers. He first visited New 
Zealand in 1830, and then again from 1860. He gives an account of Māori 
hunting, almost certainly Hector’s dolphins at Ōnuku, Akaroa, Canterbury from 
1866:  
A light sea breeze had blown a large party of porpoises into the bay. 
Soon two canoes left the shore, and went after a prey the natives seem 
to be especially partial to. Harpoons, made of bones fastened to wood 
handles and securely tied to the boats by flax lines, were the first 
weapons of this war. Each canoe, roughly dug out of a tree and devoid 
of sculptures at each end, was manned by two men and two women. 
The crew were all armed with paddles except for the chief, who stood 
in the bow, harpoon in hand. 
Both canoes were moving rapidly without a noise towards the small 
mammals they coveted. Then, just at the time when a porpoise was 
blowing in front of one of the canoes, there flew a harpoon which came 
to stick into the flanks of the animal. Great excitement then among the 
natives. A number of wooden spears, intended to kill the wounded 
porpoise, flew from each boat. But the task was a difficult one: the 
animal kept diving in and only came to blow occasionally on the surface 
and very rapidly. So the fishermen changed tactics: they pulled the 
paddles in, and two women bravely dived into the water with a spear 
in their hand: in a moment, they managed to inflict new wounds to the 
poor creature. A moment later, a langui or slip knot was put around its 
tail and it was dragged triumphantly to the beach, where it gave its last 
gasp. 
I ran ashore to see what they would do with such a rich spoil. When I 
arrived, the poor porpoise had already been opened up, women had 
taken the intestines out and were washing them in the river, others 
had lit a big fire, and were rather carelessly placing chunks of dripping 
raw meat on the red-hot embers. The men were already sitting in a 
circle with small bundles of beaten fern roots, bottles filled with water 
beside them. When the flesh had been heated for a moment, with 
hardly a change in colour to show it was cooked, a woman would pull 
it out and give it to her husband, while keeping the fire burning, and 




stick and fingers replaced plates, dishes, and other crockery. Friend 
John, being the chief, had been served first; but all the other men 
sitting beside him had plunged into it as soon as he had started. 
They might have numbered twelve to fifteen there, eating solidly for 
half an hour, and most of the porpoise disappeared. While I was 
watching, about fifty to sixty pounds of meat were consumed. Finally, 
however, the guests had their fill, or rather were gorged; they got up 
with difficulty, and dragged themselves to their huts where they 
repaired to sleep, digesting like real boas. Then women and children 
shared the left-overs of this splendid feast; everything disappeared, 
even the intestines, which the children often fought over, though some 
pieces had hardly been on the fire for more than a minute. This meal 
gave me an idea of the Maourys’ ferocious appetite, of their lack of 
delicacy, and at the same time of the distance they kept from their 
women and children. (Thiercelin, 1995, p. 151) 
 
It is important to note that Thiercelin first observed Māori when there was very 
little contact with Europeans, and then thirty years later (this account) the 
effects of colonisation had begun to show. He was able to describe the changes 
he observed in Māori society as a result. Colonisation may have influenced 
general attitudes towards dolphins as mentioned in Section 1.3.  
 
Hector’s dolphins have a well-established prevalence at Akaroa, so again it’s 
most likely the ‘porpoise’ hunted here was C. hectori. C. hectori would have 
provided important sources of meat and especially fat in times of need (Ramari 
Oliphant Stewart, pers. comm., 18 July 2018).  
 
There is no doubt, that Māori on occasion did harvest C. hectori; they were 
plentiful, conveniently close, and would have been easy to catch as 
demonstrated in the above account, yet this account is rare in its time.  
 
More consultation and research are required to learn how common the hunting 
of dolphins was; it would have differed greatly between iwi and hapū. It’s clear 
that Hector’s dolphins were still being utilised by Māori in Akaroa and perhaps 







Hector’s dolphin calves were described as being very similar to crested penguins 
(Snares crested penguins (Eudyptes robustus), Figure 3.4) by Otago scientist F.R. 
Chapman, President of the Otago Institute:  
 
The similitude is exact; indeed, at a certain season I have seen in Cook 
Strait baby-porpoises, no bigger than penguins, jumping exactly like 
them, and in the Sounds I have mistaken penguins for young porpoises. 
      (Chapman, 1890, p. 492) 
 
Figure 3.4: Snares crested penguin (Eudyptes robustus) porpoising through the water. (Image: Edin 
Whitehead). 
 
Crested penguins were described as ‘porpoising’ through the water: 
They spring from the water, turn with a curve in the air, and plunge in 
again in exactly the manner in which we see porpoises jumping 
alongside steamers on the coast.   (Chapman, 1890, p. 492) 
This is another reference to seeing C. hectori commonly in general on the coast. 
Chapman’s description of the jumping of calves indicates the presence of 
sizeable pods, with especially large nursery pods to be seen in Cook Strait and 
the Marlborough Sounds, and they were easy to notice. 
James Hector 
Sir James Hector was a remarkable person who was influential in New Zealand 
science. He was the first European scientist to record accurate descriptions and 




young adventurer with a passion for learning and discovery. His job was to 
survey much of the South Island, and find gold, minerals and a route through to 
the West Coast (Gibbs, 2008). He stayed on and became a founding father of 
science in New Zealand. An ‘inspired scientist’, researcher, writer and ‘brilliant 
organiser’ he established major scientific institutions of New Zealand including: 
Wellington Botanic Garden; the Institute of Environmental Science and 
Research (ESR); Colonial Museum (now Te Papa Tongarewa, Museum of 
New Zealand; NZ Institute, (now the Royal Society of New Zealand); and the NZ 
Geological Survey, (now GNS Science).   
In 1869, Hector was aged thirty-six and an accomplished scientist (Figure 3.5). 
Working for the Colonial Museum in Wellington, he catalogued and collected 
more specimens of NZ dolphin species and added detailed observations. It took 
him several years to analyse and compare the various existing and newly 
procured cetacean skeletons and specimens and sort out which species were 
which.  
 
Figure 3.5: James Hector, circa 1868, around the time he started sorting out the classifications and 





Hector published Notes by Dr. Hector in On the Balaenidae or whales with 
baleen. The first name given to Hector’s/Māui dolphin was Lagenorhynchus 
clanculus Gray, actually an earlier classification for Dusky dolphins (Knox and 
Hector, 1870). Gray (1866), briefly described the skeleton, and listed it as from 
the Pacific Ocean, leaving Hector with very little information to go on.  
When the species was officially called C. hectori, there were several skulls, lower 
jaws and a whole skeleton in the Colonial Museum, which was harpooned 
outside Wellington Harbour. Hector stated it “appears to be the common 
dolphin of the coast” (p. 28). This was confirmed in his next publication on 
cetaceans. 
Hector (1872a) published the first scientific description and drawing of C. hectori 
in On the New Zealand Bottlenose (Lagenorhynchus clanculus, Gray) in the 
prestigious London-based Annual Magazine of Natural History; an excerpt is 
shown in Figure 3.6: 
 
 
Figure 3.6: The first known scientific drawing and description of C. hectori, by James Hector. First published 
in the Annual of Natural History, 1872, under an early scientific name for Dusky dolphin (Lagenorhynchus 




Two dolphins were shot in December 1871, from a large ‘schul’ (school) at Cape 
Campbell. Only one was retrieved, with the fate of the other unknown. The 
specimen sketched in Fig. 3.6 was a juvenile, as it was smaller than the complete 
skeleton taken from outside Wellington Harbour.  
Hector began defining how C. hectori differs from Lagenorhynchus (Gray, 1866), 
with ‘no second fin-like ridge near the tail’ and a more forward position of the 
dorsal fin by comparison. 
He made some interesting comments which were the first mention of 
seasonality: they are common in ‘Cook’s Straits’, at least during summer. Hector 
referred to the species as a dolphin, but acknowledged they were commonly 
called ‘porpoises’. The term ‘examining in the flesh’ refers to a systematic 
dissection, differentiating from just viewing them in their natural environment. 
Hector examined a specimen C. hectori for the first time.  
Hector, who was well-travelled around NZ, noted on ‘casual inspection’ all 
individuals (he has seen so far) have uniform colouring. The upper surface of the 
body is light grey, the fins are all black and rounded. ‘The nose and forehead are 
pure white’ and ‘the white of the snout extends behind the eye’ (p. 436, Hector, 
1872a), seen clearly sketched in Figure 3.6. This is most interesting, as white 
pigmentation of the head is extremely rare today (discussed in Section 6.8).   
This description of what is now unusual colouration was once a common 
observation, as more sources will attest. Genetic mutation within such a short 
timeline is not suggested, rather there seemed to exist a different colour form 
in central areas, and it has been lost. Figure 3.7 shows the typical colouration 





Figure 3.7: Typical colouration of Hector’s dolphin seen today. The individual pictured is local to Queen 
Charlotte Sound, just north of Cape Campbell. You can see the forehead is pale grey like the rest of the 
upper surface, and there is no white colouring extending around the eye. (Image: Rob Pine). 
 
Later in 1872, Hector presented On the Whales and Dolphins of the New Zealand 
Seas to the New Zealand Institute (Hector, 1873), publishing another sketch on 
the species under the name New Zealand Bottlenose, Electra clancula (Figure 
3.8). Electra was the name of a ship that voyaged from London to New Zealand 
in 1872. Clancula means ‘in secret’, which Hector chose as the species had been 
elusive to zoologists for so long, taking a long time to discover.  
 
When he tried to formally differentiate Hector’s dolphins from Common 
dolphins (Lagenorhynchus clanculus), Hector hadn’t realised the name 
Electra clancula was already occupied by another species - the Hourglass 






Figure 3.8: Electra clancula, the first scientific name for NZs’ endemic dolphin, proposed by Hector in 1872 
(Hector, 1873; Plate 3). 
 
Again, the white forehead and nose was described and sketched as extending 
around the eye. Hector clearly differentiated Hector’s dolphins from Dusky, 
Bottlenose, and Common dolphins. He commented that the species was 
“common in Cook Strait, and on the West Coast as far south as Jackson Bay, 
travelling in large schools” (Hector, 1873; p. 161). They were the most common 
dolphin ‘cast up’ round the coast, which indicates an abundance and prevalence 
of C. hectori around the NZ coast.  
 
Even Hector used the term ‘porpoise’ interchangeably, referring to common 
dolphins as porpoises, (Delphinus forsteri at that time): ‘I have frequently seen 
a porpoise answering to this description, as far as could be judged from a boat, 
in Queen Charlotte Sound and Blind Bay,’ p.159. He said there were large 
porpoises frequenting Fiordland, referring to Bottlenose dolphins (then Tursio 
Metis). Hector also mentioned another species of large light-coloured 
porpoises, common at certain seasons in Blind Bay (Tasman Bay); he could have 
been referring to Risso’s dolphins (Grampus griseus), of Pelorus Jack fame, who 
made international headlines around the turn of the 19th Century (discussed in 
Section 3.3). Hector (1877) published updated Notes on the New Zealand 
Cetacea with a page of drawings comparing various species of dolphin skulls, 
clearly differentiating C. hectori (which he was then calling E. clancula) from 





Figure 3.9: Early comparison of various NZ dolphin skulls including Electra clancula (the name used then for 
Hector’s dolphins); Delphinus forsteri; Clymenia novae zealandiae (Common dolphins); Tursio metis 
(Bottlenose); and Clymenia obscura (Dusky dolphins). From Hector, 1877; Plate 6. 
 
Hector personally observed C. hectori around Wellington, Cook Strait, Cape 
Campbell down to the West Coast South Island. Although he also spent some 
time working in Otago, it appears to have been mostly land based. He didn’t 
mention any dolphin observations in the scientific literature; however other 
scientists have.  
Hector published extensively on many subjects, including New Zealand fishes. 
In Hector (1872b), he described vast shoals of densely packed Pilchard 




‘reported’ by colleagues, as opposed to his own eyewitness accounts. These 
small fish were often termed herring at the time too. Pilchard visited Otago en 
masse every year around February and March: “On the last occasion it was 
observed that the shoal was migrating southwards, and extended as far as the 
eye could reach, followed by a multitude of Gulls, Mutton Birds, Barracoota, and 
Porpoises” (Hector, 1872b; p. 119). Although Hector didn’t specify which 
species of porpoise, Hutton (1876) and Graham (1974) confirmed Hector’s 
dolphins were abundantly present around Otago with their own observations. 
 
Figure 3.10: Pilchard seen in vast schools off Otago, (then Clupea sagax, now Sardinops sagax; Mohimohi), 
commonly known as Herring at the time. (Plate 6, Hector, 1872b). 
 
Another NZ scientist, Frederick Wollaston Hutton, began contributing to 
knowledge on NZ Delphinidiae in 1876, as Director of the Otago Museum. 
Hutton lived and worked in various places around NZ including the lower 
Waikato, Thames and Great Barrier Island. He spent time reporting to the 
government on the harbours of Auckland, Wellington, Lyttelton, Port Chalmers 
and Nelson. In 1874, he became the Provincial Geologist for Otago, carrying out 
geological work in Otago, Southland, Stewart Island and South Westland, 
correcting some of James Hector’s earlier work. Hutton was more well-travelled 
around NZ than Hector. He described Electra clancula (C. hectori) as “abundant 
all round the coasts of New Zealand’, (Hutton, 1876; p. 350). He also describes 
the nose and forehead as white. 
In relation to other dolphin species, Common dolphins (then named D. novae-
zealandiae) inhabit the North Island as far as Cook Strait. Dusky dolphins (then 
Clymenia obscura) inhabit Cook Strait; and Bottlenose (Tursio metis) inhabit 




coasts of New Zealand. Hutton (1876) didn’t mention any other dolphin species 
seen off Otago. Although “multitudes of porpoises’ could easily describe the 
large pods of Dusky and Common dolphins sometimes seen around Aotearoa 
today, during this period, C. hectori still dominate the inshore, compared to 
other species. Hutton knows the difference between dolphin species, and he 
refers to Hector’s dolphins specifically as porpoises (Hutton & Drummond, 
1905), therefore the ‘multitudes of porpoises’ seen following the vast schools 
of pilchard (herring) are likely to have been Hector’s dolphins. 
Northeast coast 
Between 1879 and 1885, a German ornithologist named Otto Finsch visited New 
Zealand several times on Pacific voyages. He ‘obtained’ a dolphin from the 
northeast coast (Hector, 1885) of New Zealand, receiving it from a 
‘correspondent’, and sent on the complete skeleton and skin to Belgium 
zoologist and palaeontologist Pierre-Joseph  (van Beneden, 1881). A decade 
prior, Finsch had sent several cases of valuable bird and other natural history 
specimens from Germany to be distributed in New Zealand museums (Otago 
Witness, 1872).  
There is a theory that the reference to the northeast coast was the pick-up 
location, different to where the dolphin was actually caught (Anton van Helden, 
pers. comm. Jun 20, 2019). The Bay of Islands, Northland, was a primary port of 
call at the time. The location, however, is not necessarily an outlier or an error. 
The northeast coast of the North Island is not part of the current known 
distribution of C. hectori, yet there are several other historical sightings and 
strandings from this rohe (area). Lone C. hectori are still occasionally sighted 
along the East Coast North Island; usually once or twice a year, off Napier, 
Tauranga and recently, Hotwater Beach (March, 2020).  
In fact, Van Beneden specified that the specimen was captured off the northeast 
coast of New Zealand: “L’animal dont nous avons reçu le squelette a été capturé 
sur la côte nord-est de la Nouvelle-Zélande” [The animal we received the 
skeleton of, was captured off the northeast coast of New Zealand] (p. 882; Van 




also clarified that Finsch had obtained that complete specimen from the 
northeast coast of NZ.  
There was another C. hectori specimen taken from the Bay of Islands in 1870 
(mentioned in Oliver, 1922). The location records of these dolphins have been 
described more recently by scientists as outliers (e.g., Baker, Smith, & Pichler 
(2002). However, another interpretation of the two Hector’s dolphins reported 
by Hector (northeast coast, 1880) and Oliver (Bay of Islands, 1870) is that the 
species was more widespread in the past. Baker et al. (2002) describe another 
specimen in Wellington as entered in the late 1870s with no locality or collector 
data. However, as Curator of the national museum at the time, Oliver mentions 
both these details as Bay of Islands, and the year 1870.  
Perhaps, the specimen mentioned in Baker et al (2002) is an additional 
specimen from 1870. At times this skeleton and van Beneden’s have been 
confused. However, one is in a Paris museum and the other is a skull in 
Wellington. With multiple possible records of C. hectori specimens taken from 
the northeastern parts of Aotearoa, this indicates that Bay of Islands and other 
parts of northeast NZ were part of the original range of Aotearoa dolphins. 
Habitat models (e.g. Derville et al. 2016) also indicate that all NZ waters are 
suitable habitat for Hector’s dolphin. In mention of a possible sighting of C. 
hectori off the northeast coast of NZ, Captain Theodore Haultain of the vessel 
Ngapuhi saw an almost white porpoise at Whangaroa Heads (Stratford Evening 
Post, 1925).  
These northeast locations are unusual today. However, these sightings and 
collected specimens indicate C. hectori were present around Northland’s East 
Coast in the late 1800s.  
 
Van Beneden and the dark dolphin 
The name Electra hectori was proposed by van Beneden, in his Notice sur un 
nouveau dauphin de la Nouvelle- Zelande, (1881) seen in Figure 3.11. Van 




cetaceans at the time. It’s a common misconception that Hector named this 
dolphin after himself, but it was van Beneden who named the dolphin after 
James Hector. Hector was the first person to examine a specimen, and give such 
accurate descriptions and illustrations (Gibbs, 2008).  
 
Figure 3.11: Drawing of Electra hectori, based on a dead specimen sent to Dr Finsch and given to van 
Beneden (1881, Pl. 2.). This specimen is now a skeleton in the Paris Museum. 
. 
Van Beneden confirmed the species is different to the Dusky dolphin (then 
Clymenia obscura) and is the same as Hector has described: Electra clancula. He 
also noticed similarities with other dolphins (that become Cephalorhynchus), 
having the same shaped rounded dorsal fin, which he stated, “must have an 
influence on the mode of swimming” (p. 880, van Beneden, 1881).  
What is interesting is the differences in colouration between van Beneden’s and 
Hector’s earlier drawings. Figure 3.11 shows no white around the nose and 
forehead: these areas are instead black like the rest of the top of the body. This 
caused some confusion amongst scientists in terms of colouration and 
classification. The blackness of the skin of van Beneden’s specimen was due to 
the drying and curing of the skin (Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 1973; Van Bree, 1972), 
with the ventral surface mostly white. A Hector’s dolphin that was deep frozen 




Canterbury had a dark grey forehead and a grey coloured dorsal surface (van 
Bree, 1972). It appears postmortem changes in colouration affect the white 
ventral surfaces less than the dorsal, grey areas (Liz Slooten, pers. comm. 15 
Dec, 2019). It is possible that C. hectori originally included individuals with a 
white nose and forehead. Alternatively, details of colouration may have just 
become remarked upon over time. 
Van Beneden’s drawing also shows the snout a little longer than usual, and 
variation in colour pattern between the pectoral fins, compared to the example 
in Figure 3.12. There is variation in colouration and ventral patterning in C. 
hectori and it’s worth investigating further to see if this relates to different hapū. 
 
Figure 3.12: Ventral variation in the black and grey markings between the pectoral fins, a modern example 
from Queen Charlotte Sound, Marlborough, 2018. (Image: Rob Pine). 
 
In 1884, William Flower of the British Museum designated Hector’s/Māui 
dolphins as Cephalorhynchus hectori, their official scientific name. Flower also 
sorted out the multiple names for Common dolphins; Delphinus forsteri and D. 





Later in 1884, Hector presented Notes of the Dolphins of the New Zealand Seas 
(Hector, 1885) to the Wellington Philosophical Society with a revised 
nomenclature. Although ‘embarrassed’ by ‘the confusion of nomenclature’ 
between C. hectori and Dusky dolphins (then Clymenia obscura), Hector (1885) 
added some interesting comments. C. hectori are “the common dolphin of the 
coast” (p. 209). Dusky dolphins were nearly as common as Hector’s and of 
similar size. Both frequented the coast in large schools and were easily 
distinguished from each other by their different dorsal fins. 
Captain McKillop added more information about Hector’s dolphins in Foveaux 
Strait with a timeframe approximately 1880s to 1920s. McKillop noted:  
The ‘current’ porpoise of the ‘puffing pig’ as he is called, is only seen in 
bays and estuaries, and is much shorter than the common porpoise 
with a bluff ugly head. Fishermen sometimes capture these creatures 
in their nets. I have never seen more than four or five together in one 
place. They are not common around our coasts.    
    (McKillop (1865-1938), 2019; p. 188)  
 
The common porpoise he was referring to was Dusky dolphins, which were the 
species he most encountered in the Tasman Sea. Interestingly he said tanners 
used to prize the oil from C. hectori. McKillop was the first to mention Hector’s 
dolphins being caught in fishing nets in Southland.  
 
There were other specimens of C. hectori being taken and sent places. Figure 
3.13 shows another early (1897) specimen of C. hectori, capture location 
unknown, housed in Tuscany, Italy, in one of the oldest museums in the world, 













Figure 3.13: Skeleton of C. hectori captured in 1897, housed in Pisa Charterhouse, Tuscany, Italy. From: 
(http://www.msn.unipi.it/it/).  
 
‘Abundant’, ‘common’, ‘numerous’ and ‘frequently observed’ were terms used 
throughout the 1800s to describe Hector’s and Māui dolphins. Locations around 
Aotearoa where C. hectori were specified include Northeast Coast, Bay of 
Islands; Marlborough Sounds; Cook Strait; Brighton, Dunedin; Tasman Bay, 
Nelson; Akaroa; Wellington Harbour; and Cape Campbell. They were certainly 
numerous around Cook Strait. C. hectori were plentiful and being taken 
occasionally by Māori. Unknown numbers would have been taken by sealers 






3.2 Early 1900s 
 
After the turn of the century NZ common language was changing, with scientists 
clearly differentiating C. hectori from the other ‘Dolphin’ species, calling 
Hector’s ‘Porpoises’. Bottlenose dolphins were called ‘Cowfish’ for some time 
yet. It is most likely that newspaper items that mention ‘porpoises’ during this 
time refer to C. hectori, rather than other dolphin species. C. hectori were being 
harpooned regularly by some, used as crayfish bait and the first photographs 
appeared. 
Hector’s dolphins were often described over time as being associated with river 
mouths. They were often seen feeding in these habitats, more so than any other 
dolphin species in New Zealand. An article in 1902 from the Greymouth Evening 
Star (Fig. 3.14) said the damage done to trout caught in the Rangitata River (East 
Coast South Island) was from porpoises, and they were seen in January in 
schools off the river mouth. This porpoise is almost certainly Hector’s dolphins. 
 
Figure 3.14: News on C. hectori supposedly injuring trout in January 1902. (Greymouth Evening Star, p. 2). 
In 1905, Hutton & Drummond published a popular educational book The 
Animals of New Zealand. They included a section on ‘the Porpoise, 
Cephalorhynchus hectori’; Māori terms Upokohue, Tupoupou and Waiaua were 
also mentioned. Described as having a white nose and forehead, they were 
sociable and “abundant round the coast of New Zealand” and “frequent the 
coast, never going far from land” (p. 59).  
The book features a drawing of Hector’s dolphins by Alfred Walsh, shown in 
Figure 3.15. Alfred Walsh, originally from Dunedin, was employed by Captain 
Hutton at the NZ Art School in Christchurch. The location of this drawing is 




most of his time leading up to this publication. Note these dolphins are 
sketched, in their natural environment, with white foreheads. 
 
Figure 3.15: Drawing of Hector’s dolphins by Christchurch based Alfred Walsh. (From Hutton and 
Drummond, 1905, p. 58). 
 
On the other NZ dolphin species, Hutton and Drummond mentioned Common 
dolphins frequent the open sea, were sociable too, and found in the “North 
Island as far as Cook Strait” (1905, p. 60). ‘Cow-fish’ (Bottlenose) were found in 
the southern parts of NZ. Dusky dolphins were termed ‘the Bottle-nose’ 
(Prodelphinus obscuras, another earlier name) and found in the northern parts 
of NZ, also common in Cook Strait.  
In the early 1900s, we have information on C. hectori from Lighthouse Keeper 
Anders Hansen (in Drummond, 1911). Drummond had recently published a 
book depicting Hector’s dolphins as ‘porpoises’, clearly differentiating them 
from other ‘dolphin’ species. There is high certainty Drummond (and Hansen) 
were referring to C. hectori here. Cloudy and Clifford Bays, Marlborough, were 
mentioned as the area Hansen is referring to, even though he then worked 
across Cook Strait at the Cape Palliser Lighthouse. We can assume from his 
comments, that C. hectori were more abundant in Cloudy Bay by comparison, 
but it’s important to note C. hectori were still frequently observed in Palliser Bay 




Hansen worked at many different lighthouses over his career, and at this point 
said Clifford Bay was their “favourite feeding, breeding and playing ground” and 
they “frequent the bay in thousands all year round” (Drummond, 1911, p. 2). 
Hansen gave details on his ‘friends’ the porpoises, which he had “harpooned 
many…with the young in all stages of development within them” (p. 2). The 
sound and sight of them breathing can easily be seen and heard. They are 
covered in white teeth marks from tooth-raking each other. Sparse brown hairs 
about one inch long are seen on new-borns; on their head, back and sides. 
Hansen also explains how they react when one of them is harpooned (in Figure 
3.16) 
:  
Figure 3.16: Otago Daily Times, 31 May 1911. 
 
This source certainly indicates C. hectori were abundant around this corner of 
Marlborough. Hansen mentioned how the local tanning of skin (via Captain 
Fairchild, Wellington) had been successful, but C. hectori leather was too 
stretchy for making boots. Hansen described using C. hectori meat and oil: 
adults can produce five gallons of ‘excellent’ and ‘sweet’ oil, ‘good for cooking 
but soon turns rancid’. The meat is lean, dark red, tender and tasty when boiled.  
He had “never seen the least sign of disease in any of the many porpoises he 
has killed” (Otago Daily Times, 1911, p. 2) which is a good indication C. hectori 
were in top condition and doing well ecologically. The last sentence from 




porpoises, but they are very rare” (p. 2). Piebald is a term for the usual colouring 
seen in C. hectori today (Oliver, 1946). 
Hector’s dolphins were also being taken as crayfish bait, at least around 
Canterbury, for much of the 1900s. An aged fisherman informed Steve Dawson 
during interviews in the 1980s that “historically, Hector’s dolphins have been 
subject to a low, but directed take, mainly for use as bait in traps for rock 
lobster Jasus edwardsii” (Slooten & Dawson, 1988; p. 336).  
 
Additional details in Dawson’s field notebooks noted they “only ever used to 
shoot a couple at a time, the rest would stay away from boat and shun that boat 
for months” (Dawson, pers. comm. 25 March 2019).  
This practice probably happened during the late 1800s too, as we know C. 
hectori were being shot for amusement at Brighton, Otago from the 1860s; by 
James Hector in Cloudy Bay, Marlborough (c. 1871) and harpooned regularly by 
lighthouse keepers, during, and probably either side of the 1910s.  
The old photograph in Figure 3.17 clearly shows a Hector’s/Māui dolphin, in 
front of a much larger beaked whale. The photo was taken between 1900 and 
1910 near Cape Kidnappers, Hawke’s Bay. Jack Burden gave this photo to DOC 
in 1988 and remembers regularly seeing Hector’s dolphins around the Cape 





Figure 3.17: Child sitting on a dead Hector’s dolphin, beside a beaked whale, by Cape Kidnappers, Hawke’s 
Bay, c. 1905. (Given to Department of Conservation in 1988 by Taradale resident Jack Burden (now of 
Taupo), from Freeman, 2003, p. 7). 
 
Another photo (Figure 3.18) from this era shows an unusually long C. hectori. 
The dolphin looks flyblown and smelly, and the tail doesn’t look quite right. It’s 





Figure 3.18: A very big C. hectori, measuring approximately 1.7m long (From: Auckland Weekly News, 8 
January 1914.). 
 
A very large ‘porpoise’, reported to be 1.7 metres long, was caught around the 
upper reaches of the Kaipara Harbour, Northland in the summer of 1914. This 
is another area of historical occurrence for this dolphin species, where there are 
few sightings today. Details of location, where the Wairoa River flows by 





Figure 3.19: Location where dolphin was caught, near Taingaehe, Wairoa River, Upper Kaipara, Northland. 
(Map: www.topo.co.nz). 
 
This is fascinating as C. hectori are currently not usually that big. Female Hector’s 
dolphins are about 10cm longer than males, and average 1.4m in length 
(Slooten & Dawson, 2013). Māui dolphins are slightly longer again. Both male 
and female Māui are significantly longer than male and female Hector’s (Baker 
et al. 2002) and range from 1.2 to 1.6 metres, as seen in Figure 3.20, which 
shows bigger length and width of the rostrum (beak) for Māui dolphins.  
 
Figure 3.20: Graph showing how different Māui dolphins’ (North Island) beaks are compared to Hector’s 




According to Thomson (1921), C. hectori ranged in size from 1.5-2.1m long. 
Auckland-based Powell (1961) and Gaskin (1968) both said they could reach 
over 1.8 metres. All of these sources mention size ranges larger than the current 
expected range (1.2-1.6m; Baker et al. 2002). Together these descriptions 
suggest C. hectori around the Auckland and Northland regions were once 
noticeably larger and darker dorsally. Although, there is large variation in body 
length of adults and older juveniles (Slooten 1990), Hector’s dolphins do stop 
growing; they are not animals that continue to grow with age (Liz Slooten, pers. 
comm. 9 April, 2019). The University of Otago/ NZ Whale and Dolphin Trust 
photo-ID catalogue that started in 1985 (Dawson, 2009) showed that about 2% 
of Hector’s dolphins live for over 22 years.   
Given the evidence above of a 1.7m Māui dolphin in Kaipara Harbour and that 
C. hectori were bigger historically, particularly in the north, where they are rare 
today, it is possible that these historically larger sizes from this northern area 
were once linked to higher latitudes, warmer water temperatures, and/or other 
variables.  
 
The ‘white porpoise’ in the following news item from 1915 (Figure 3.21) may be 
C. hectori. Pelorus Jack, a famous Risso’s dolphin (Grampus griseus), was last 
seen in 1912 accompanying vessels by French Pass and Pelorus Sound, 
Marlborough. This special dolphin was very much still on peoples’ minds as 
reflected in both of the following newspaper articles: 
 
 





People on the ferry between Nelson and Wellington also saw ‘ordinary 
porpoises’, (C. hectori) around boats, as noted in the following newspaper 
article from 1916 (Fig. 3.22):  
 
Figure 3.22: (Greymouth Evening Star, 4 January 1916). 
 
It’s interesting that the newspaper compares Hector’s to Risso’s dolphins, which 
are much larger and over three metres long. The white around the face is 
however something that C. hectori (at the time) and Pelorus Jack did have in 
common. Passengers in Cook Strait, an hour and a half into the trip from Nelson 
to Wellington were regularly seeing groups of C. hectori.  
 
From another newspaper article, Drummond (1919) explained the main 
difference between porpoises (Hector’s dolphins) and other dolphin species: 
“…it is the porpoise that is found abundantly in the sea off the New Zealand 
coast” distinguishing that “dolphins have not yet been recorded south of Cook 
Strait” (p. 17). It is inferred that Hector’s dolphins still dominate the inshore in 









The NZ Yearbook for 11 years running (1924-1935) stated that “Porpoises are 
plentiful, and the dolphin (Delphinus delphis) also is found in these waters” (n. 
d.; Stats New Zealand).  
 
Hon. George Malcolm Thomson released Wild Life in New Zealand: Mammalia 
in the early 1920s. He lived in Southland before settling in Dunedin where he 
had many prestigious scientific awards including Fellow of the Linnean Society 
of London. Thomson was a prolific contributor to scientific journals. He 
instigated the Portobello Marine Research Station, reformed the NZ Institute, 
and became a Member of Parliament (MP). 
Thomson wrote “our species of Porpoise – Cephalorhynchus hectori” is quite 
distinct from the common European species and “everyone who has travelled 
up and down the coast, and most who have sat by the rocks overlooking the 
open ocean, are familiar with the schools of porpoise which are so common in 
these southern seas” (p. 52; Thomson, 1921). 
He also mentioned the other dolphin species, cowfish (meaning Bottlenose), 
bottlenose (actually Duskies) and dolphins (referring to Common dolphins). He 
said he had seen few whales and dolphins, but numerous porpoises. He 
described watching C. hectori from the bow of ships: 
 
It is interesting to watch them from the deck of a steamer, and to see 
how they dash along near the surface of the water with their peculiar 
gliding movement, curving their bodies as they plunge in and out of the 
water. They keep a wonderful regularity in their distance from one 
another, moving as if by mechanical means with a remarkable 
rhythmic movement.     (p. 52; Thomson, 1921) 
 
We could consider Thomson’s comments about Hector’s dolphins to be 
especially relevant to the South and East coasts of the South Island, where 
Thomson had lived, yet he was also well travelled around much of the country. 




indicated many were not interested in the porpoises, common as seagulls in 
that era:  
Most of those who have business on the water are concerned with 
other things, not animal life. Even fishermen, whose occupation takes 
them out constantly among this animal life, can give little information 
which is of the slightest value on anything but fishes.   
      (Thomson, 1921; p. 47). 
 
The 1922 newspaper article in Figure 3.23 referred to Riverton, Southland and 
probably Hector’s dolphins. ‘Rolling languidly in the surf’ is certainly an apt 
description, where small pods are still seen today at the same location, Riverton 
Rocks: 
 
Figure 3.23: Hector’s dolphins at Riverton (p. 2; Opunake Times, 1922. Source: National Library of New 
Zealand). 
Dr Walter Oliver worked for the Dominion Museum in Wellington in the 1920s. 
He was expert in multiple fields including birds, plants, cetaceans, seashells and 
fossils. He was also a pioneer of the emerging science of ecology. In 1922, he 
published A Review of the Cetacea of New Zealand Seas in the prestigious 
Zoological Society of London journal. It details what was in the existing 
collection of specimens, including source locations.  
Oliver (1922) specifically referred to C. hectori as “the Common White-nosed 
Porpoise, never seen far from the coast” (p. 580; Figure 16). Locations where 
specimens had been taken included: North Coast (Finsch, van Beneden), Bay of 
Islands, Whanganui Coast, Cook Strait (outside and inside Wellington Harbour; 




As did Drummond earlier, Oliver differentiated ‘porpoises’ (C. hectori) from the 
other dolphins, describing Dusky dolphins as common round the coast, with 
specimens from Whanganui, Cook Strait and Banks Peninsula, Canterbury.  
 
Common dolphins, ‘the Dolphin’, are common around NZ with specimens taken 
from: Bay of Islands; Hauraki Gulf; Tolaga Bay (Astrolabe), Gisborne; 
Whanganui; Lyall Bay and Porirua, Wellington (termed Cook Strait), and 
Lyttelton Harbour, Canterbury.  
 
The ‘Cowfish’ (Bottlenose dolphins) have been recorded from both East and 
West coasts of the South Island, with specimens from Lyttelton Harbour, Otago 
Harbour and Dusky Sound, Fiordland. 
Oliver didn’t question the accuracy of the North Coast or Bay of Islands locations 
for C. hectori. If it was unusual for NZ dolphins to be seen in northeastern areas, 
one would have expected Oliver to mention this. At this point, there had been 
no mention of C. hectori being rare anywhere around New Zealand. 
 
Whanganui 
The internationally renowned George Shepherd, pictured in Figure 3.24, worked 
at the Whanganui Museum, becoming Curator for twenty years from 1926 to 
1946. He was a seasoned scientist who contributed much to natural history, and 






Figure 3.24: George Shepherd, Curator of the Whanganui Museum for twenty years from 1926, pictured 
here in 1939 with his discovery of a new cetacean species to the zoological record-  Shepherd’s beaked 
whale (Image: Roland Searle; from Whanganui Regional Museum: George Shepherd measuring the skull of 
Shepherd's Beaked Whale). 
 
The drawing in Figure 3.25 shows Oliver’s sketch of a dolphin from the 
Whanganui Coast. It stranded alive at Castlecliff, the northern side of the 
Whanganui River Mouth, in 1921.  
 
Figure 3.25: Sketches of C. hectori, ‘the Common White-nosed Porpoise’ from Oliver (1922; pl. 2). This 
dolphin was from the Whanganui Coast. The dorsal surface is described as slaty black, with the forehead 




The colouration described by Shepherd (in Oliver, 1922) with the dorsal surface 
slaty black, shading into slaty grey on the sides indicates the drawing was of a 
dolphin that had been dead for some time. This specimen was processed into a 
stuffed skin; with a dark forehead, seen in Figure 3.26. The forehead was grey, 
not white. There was also no white (or grey) extending around the eye. It 
measured 1.9 metres long, another example of longer lengths in the north. 
 
It is likely that this dolphin had a grey forehead and back, and soon after death 
it went a much darker grey. It is not clear if the length measurement is of the 





Figure 3.26: Upper: This specimen stranded alive at Castlecliff, Whanganui (from Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 
1973, p.127).       
Lower: The same stuffed skin of the 1.9 m C. hectori, years later in storage at the Whanganui Museum 






The accuracy of this description of colouration has been called into question 
(van Bree, 1972; Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 1973) due to effects of processing the 
skin. Yet the records show that this dolphin was stranded alive. Oliver 
specifically points out ‘of interest’, that the forehead is grey and not white. The 
grey forehead is worth investigating further. If this was typical of dolphins in the 
north, it indicates genetic differences between this subpopulation or hapū, 
compared to the white foreheads seen further south in Cook Strait. 
There is mention of a different specimen from Whanganui, given to the museum 
in stinking condition by a farmer, which Morzer Bruyns and Baker (1973) 
confound with the stuffed one. But the stinker is a different specimen to the 
one that stranded alive, and C. hectori were once common around this coast, as 
is clear from other sources.  
Newspaper articles support the historical residency of C. hectori at Whanganui. 
The ‘porpoises’ being mistaken for sharks, at the height of summer, in Figure 
3.27 are most likely C. hectori: 
 
Figure 3.27: Article from 29 January 1929; Opunake Times; p. 2. (Source: National Library of New Zealand). 
 
The following 1927 article (Figure 3.28) describes ‘swarms of porpoises’, most 
likely C. hectori, preying on migrating salmon outside the bar of the Rakaia River, 
South Canterbury. The ‘one large black porpoise’ is possibly a reference to 






Figure 3.28: Hector’s feeding on salmon at the mouth of the Rakaia River, South Canterbury. (13 April, New 
Zealand Herald, 1927, p. 16. (Source: National Library of New Zealand). 
 
Since the late 1920s, set net fisheries began operating in New Zealand (Dept. of 
Conservation & Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, 1994). These early nets 
were made of material such as cotton and hemp, and were relatively easy for 
dolphins to detect, however there were some fatalities. By comparison, C. 
hectori bycatch in near-invisible monofilament, plastic nets became a serious 
problem in some places from the 1960s on. 
 
‘Schools of porpoises’ were fairly common at New Brighton, Canterbury in the 
1930s, as the article in Figure 3.29 attests. The focus of the article is on another 





Figure 3.29: Opunake Times, 16 February 1932, p. 2. (Source: National Library of New Zealand). 
 The common porpoises were most likely C. hectori, as there is a known history 
of them being residential there. They were not often solitary, indicating larger 
pod sizes compared with today. They ‘usually depart at the first sight of a 
bather’, a shy description that fits, as Hector’s dolphins often keep their 
distance.  
Throughout the early 1900s to 1930s, Hector’s and Māui dolphins were still 
being described as ‘common’ and ‘familiar’, ‘numerous’, ‘plentiful’ and 
‘abundant’ all around Aotearoa. People talked about seeing them around 
Whanganui, Riverton; Rakaia and New Brighton, Canterbury.  
 
They were often seen in the surf, there were always some close to the coast. 
People living during the 1920s would see schools of them from rocks, or almost 
every time when travelling up and down the coast. They watched Hector’s and 
Māui at the bows of vessels; they were the most commonly encountered 








Pelorus Jack II 
From mid-1944, before the end of the Second World War, a solitary C. hectori 
(seen in Figure 3.30) began displaying similar behaviour and frequenting an area 
close to where internationally renowned, Pelorus Jack (a Risso’s dolphin) had 
been seen during the First World War.  
 
This individual became well known to Marlborough Sound locals, and travellers 
en route to popular Portage Hotel in Keneperu Sound. They called him (or her) 
Pelorus Jack II. Described by various media (Fig: 3.30; Evening Post, 1944) and 
Oliver (1946) as ‘white’, ‘black and white’, ‘a black and pale grey’, ‘piebald’ 
porpoise. It was termed the ‘the blue and grey porpoise in French Pass’ by the 
MP for mid-Canterbury (Richard Gerard, 1 November 1944; in Miskelly, 2014). 
 
Figure 3.30: Photo, caption and context featuring a Hector’s dolphin known as ‘Pelorus Jack II’ in Wellington 
newspaper, the Evening Post (19 October, “Pelorus Jack II,” 1944; p. 6. (Source: National Library of New 
Zealand). 
 
A white forehead was not described or obvious in the photo. Whether it was 
the same individual seen (or a series of them) that regularly visited boats and 




density of C. hectori in Pelorus, and possible localised decline. Hector’s dolphins 
are rarely seen in this area today but are still very occasionally sighted.  
 
It was believed the dolphin resided in Hikapu Reach of Pelorus Sound because 
that was the area from which it would always appear. Figure 3.31 shows 
location of Hikapu Reach within Pelorus Sound.  
 
Dr Walter Oliver, by then Director of the Dominion Museum, made a special 
visit in September 1944 to see and document the friendly individual Oliver 
published in the Evening Post newspaper, that he trusted “…the launch masters 
passing through the Hikapu Reach will do all in their power to prevent any harm 
being done to this interesting animal, which has spontaneously entered into 
association with man” (p. 7; Evening Post, 20 February 1945).  
 
The term ‘piebald’ which Oliver (1946), applies to this individual, is different to 
the ‘Common White-nosed Porpoise’ mentioned in his earlier work. Pied and 
piebald mean having two or more different colours and irregular patches. He 
wanted to hear from anyone else who had seen porpoises this variety of colour 






Figure 3.31: Hikapu Reach is a narrow section (left) of the much larger Pelorus Sound (right). Keneperu 
Sound branches off the lower Reach to the right. Pelorus Jack II would often either come out to join boats 
from either Māori Bay, or Nikau Bay, on opposite sides of the Reach, as far as Four Fathom Bay (the next 
bay North). One can reasonably expect other Hector’s dolphins to have been resident in other parts of this 




Much smaller than the original Pelorus Jack, “it is, however of considerable 
interest” and “possibly Piebald porpoises previously have been seen off the NZ 
coast, and I should be glad to hear from anyone who has sighted them” (p. 7; 
Oliver, 1946). Figure 3.32 shows one of Oliver’s photos. 
 
 
Figure 3.32:  Oliver described how the dolphin would turn outwards from the bow after taking a breath, as 
shown in this photo taken by him in September 1944. (From Oliver, 1946, p. 2). 
 
There were dangers frolicking with boats. Not long after his appearance (in 
1944) the porpoise was bumped once or twice by launches as he played around 
their bows and for a ‘long time’ (four months) he disappeared and was obviously 
missed. It was feared that he had been severely hurt. Like the original Pelorus 
Jack, the New Zealand public advocated for protection of this special individual. 
Pelorus Jack II reappeared in February 1945, and when protection was granted 






Figure 3.33: 2 March, Auckland Star, 1945; p. 4. (Source: National Library of New Zealand). 
 
The dolphin would pilot boats for as long as three miles, doing complete side-
rolls, leaping and diving at the bow, sometimes ‘putting his tail against the bow 
of the launch and letting it push him along’. Additional insight into the behaviour 
and residency of C. hectori in Pelorus Sound is found in the following articles 
(Figs 3.34 – 3.35).  
 
Figure 3.34: 20 February 1945, Evening Post, p. 7. (Source: National Library of New Zealand). 
 
From the March article (Fig. 3.35), we learn there were other Hector’s dolphins 
that lived mostly in other outer parts of Pelorus Sound, as distinct from Pelorus 
Jack II’s usual haunts. The high leaps and somewhat tame nature of some, 
allowing some passengers to roll them over by their dorsal fins, and how they 
‘came back for more’ indicates the Hector’s dolphins of Pelorus were relaxed 





Figure 3.35: 19 March 1945, Otago Daily Time; p. 6. (Source: National Library of New Zealand). 
 
There are several old films in existence of Pelorus Jack II (by Mr. A Morland of 
Christchurch and Mr Daggett). Oliver was able to borrow footage taken by 
another person. Figure 3.36 shows some still images of the dolphin spinning 
around completely from the film.  
 
 
Figure 3.36: Stills of Pelorus Jack II spinning around at the bow. Notice there is no black patterning that 
joins across the central ventral surface, between the pectorals, unlike other images so far. (From footage 
taken by Mr. Daggett, in Oliver, 1946, p. 2). 
 
More on this special Hector’s playing around the bow and interacting with 




on the side rolls, and while leaping. The article also describes locations where 
Pelorus Jack II interacted with boats, Hikapu Reach.  
 
 
Figure 3.37: New Zealand Herald, 17 March 1945, p. 6. (Source: National Library of New Zealand). 
 
Protection for Pelorus Jack II was granted for three years from 31 January 1945: 
 
No person shall take or attempt to take any porpoise of the species 
commonly known as the white porpoise (Cephalorhynchus hectori) in 
the waters of Cook Strait, including the bays, sounds, and estuaries 
adjacent thereto. (Regulation 10 of the Sea-Fisheries Regulation 1939, 
Amendment No.16)    (SR1945/14, 28 February 1945) 
 
Protection for C. hectori in Cook Strait area was renewed for four further periods 
of three years, in May 1947, August 1950, February 1956, March 1966, and 




protection that the presence of Hector’s dolphins extends to estuaries, bays, 
and sounds on both sides of the Cook Strait. This strongly indicates Hector’s 
dolphins were still living in the wider Cook Strait area, otherwise protection for 
NZ dolphins in this area would not have been as extensive or renewed so many 
times.  
 
Based on observations of Pelorus Jack II, and another photo of dolphins from 
Wairau Bay (Clifford/Cloudy Bay, Marlborough; Figure 3.38), Oliver attempts to 
classify this ‘white variety’ of ‘Coastal porpoise’ as a new subspecies. Described 
as being very pale grey above and white below, with patches of black colour 
that extend behind the eye. The ‘piebald form ‘was also less common than the 
‘usual’ C. hectori. “Evidently a well-defined form of C. hectori exists in the 
neighbourhood of Cook Strait” (p. 4), he concluded.   
 
 
Figure 3.38: Photo of Hector’s dolphins from Wairau Bay (Cloudy Bay, Marlborough) with similar colouring 
to Pelorus Jack II. (From J.R. Eyles, in Oliver, 1946, p. 3).  
 
Although Oliver’s comparisons with earlier descriptions of C. hectori were not 
thorough, he did compare them with other species in the genus 




hectori were as different in colour as C. commersoni is from C. eutropia, ‘it may 
at least be ranked as a subspecies’. Without taking a specimen, and based only 
on photos, footage and personal observations, he proposed a new subspecies: 
Cephalorhynchus hectori bicolor. The classification was rejected about thirty 
years later, although colour variations in C. hectori were still acknowledged (van 
Bree, 1972).  
 
These two types of colouration were a bit confusing for others too. American 
science writers described two species of C. hectori (Carter, Hill, & Tate, 1945), 
the ‘White-headed Dolphin (Cephalorhynchus)’, ‘one of the common NZ 
species’ and the darker, ‘blackish on top’ Hector’s dolphin, from the same 
region. The lighter-coloured dolphin was 1.2m, whereas the darker one was 
1.8m, with a more pronounced beak. One wonders initially if the authors were 
getting confused with the Dusky dolphin here because of these descriptions; but 
the ‘Dusky dolphin of New Zealand’ is mentioned a few paragraphs later. The 
‘blackish’ description would have come from van Beneden’s specimen (see 
Section 3.1), and the mention of size differences is another interesting 
indication that differences between groups of C. hectori could have been a lot 
more noticeable in the past than today. 
 
The differences between individual Hector’s and Māui described by Carter et al 
(1945), strengthen a historically much more noticeable difference between the 
smaller Hector’s dolphins; and the larger Māui dolphins. Māui dolphins may 
have once been noticeably larger- and greyer. And perhaps some of the Hector’s 
dolphins living around Cook Strait, did look lighter than other dolphin hapū. 
Water clarity can also have an effect on lighter colouration, or appearance 
thereof. For instance, on aerial surveys, in clear, dark blue water, the light colour 
of the back is most obvious; in light blue, inshore waters, the dark colour of the 
tail and dorsal fins is most obvious. Morzer Bryns (1973) noted that C. hectori 
can show up lighter in clear water and sunshine, which may account for other 
lighter grey, nearly white descriptions of them. There’s greater water clarity in 




There are also the effects of photography to consider, black and white 
compared to colour, and other variables. Figure 3.39 shows how colour 
variation can be distorted by comparing photos, published by the Smithsonian 
Institute in 1984. The paradox is that the dolphins on the left, and the darker 
dolphin on the right, are both from Cook Strait.  
 
Figure 3.39: The dolphins in the left look lighter than the dolphin in the right, yet they are both from Cook 
Strait (Left: from Minasian et al. 1984; right image: William Dawbin).  
 
It appears Minasian et al (1984), put this darkening down to the clear water of 
captivity, which allows far greater exposure to the sun – as if the dolphin has a 
tan. It’s uncertain from these photos (and reasoning) whether it’s just a trick of 
the light or if there is a darker northern gradient going on.  
 
Throughout the 1940s there were still well-established pods of Hector’s 
dolphins living in Pelorus Sound, Marlborough Sounds and wider Cook Strait in 
general. Pelorus Jack II was a special Hector’s dolphin individual who interacted 
with vessels as they passed through Pelorus Sound. He or she would have 
cheered up many people during the midst of Second World War, like his 
predecessor Pelorus Jack did in the First World War. The friendly interactivity of 
this Hector’s dolphin secured temporary protection from directed and 




lifespan for Hector’s dolphins is about 20 years old (Slooten, 1991), so we can 
assume protection for C. hectori in Cook Strait benefited other individual bow-





‘Truly fascinating, beautifully formed animals’ 
David Graham of Portobello, Dunedin, had more than 20 years of ‘ideal 
opportunities’ to observe C. hectori while steaming up and down the Otago 
coastline on a fishery research launch. Graham was appointed as a biologist at 
the Marine Fisheries Investigation Station, Portobello, in 1930. He first 
published his life’s work, A Treasury of New Zealand Fishes in 1953 (2nd Ed., 
Graham, 1956), which features a rich section on ‘porpoises’: C. hectori.  
Most of the information is from Graham’s personal observations. He appeared 
quite fond of Hector’s dolphins, saying there are ‘many ways to describe these 
beautifully formed animals and their antics in the sea’. Observing the calves 
feeding was ‘a never ending source of delight and interest… I never tired of 
watching these stream-lined sea creatures sporting, frolicking, and what 
appeared to be skylarking.’ p. 387. It is clear how abundant Hector’s dolphins 
were off Otago where ‘schools are always seen close to the coastline’. And 
nationally their antics have been ‘described by many sailors, explorers, 
naturalists and fishermen’. 
Graham mentioned that around the British Isles, the porpoise is also the most 
common of marine mammals and frequently caught in fishermen’s nets. He 
didn’t mention any bycatch in New Zealand and never saw them by themselves 
unless stranded, with just two reports of singly stranded dolphins. Graham 
(1956), made additional interesting observations: 
When observing them at sea, they rise to the surface, only their back appears, 
the tail and flukes are kept under water. The stomach contents he examined 




He described Hector’s as fat and ‘so round’. He could easily distinguish between 
male and females. He observed mothers feeding calves, describing a behaviour 
often seen of the mothers, lying sideways on the surface, with the dorsal fin 
over one side, feeding their young. He noted the behaviour of mums and calves 
around boats was different to the others; there was a strong maternal affection 
and evidence of carefulness of their offspring. Especially when females and 
calves were present, they made a noise not unlike a sob or mild grunt. Female 
porpoises were heard to make noises to their calves each time they breathed at 
the surface.  
Graham made further descriptions of their character: 
To me there is only one description that defines porpoises. They are in 
every sense of the word like a number of happy, healthy, well-fed, 
care-free boys and girls at playtime. They seemed to take a never 
ending delight in gambolling about the launch, diving under it, coming 
up at the other side and leaping into the air with the greatest of care 
and gusto, sparkling in the sun, with their wet bodies like silver;  
Leaping high in the air as though in sheer joy of living and curiosity 
concerning the launch’ ‘They form a group of truly fascinating animals, 
tumbling about with great violence. The agility of them is amazing. 
 (p. 387; Graham, 1956) 
He also describes sleeping dolphins: 
They sometimes allow themselves to move with the movements of the 
waves, with the blow hole out of the water. I have often wondered if 
they were sleeping, for when a loud noise was made the school would 
leap out of the water as though caught napping.   
     (p. 390; Graham, 1956) 
 
 
The following quote ties in with the earlier mention of ‘Porpoises’ feeding on 
multitudes of Pilchard off Otago, confirmed again as being Hector’s dolphins:  
The porpoises seen off Otago were observed to be feeding on Sprats 
and Pilchards. Shoals of fish soon disappear when Porpoises come on 
the scene. On one occasion we were moving southwards towards Cape 
Saunders when we saw acres of barracoota making northwards. All of 
a sudden the barracoota disappeared from the surface and a school of 
Porpoises took their place and we did not see the Barracouta again. 




Cape Saunders is an area where Hector’s dolphins are rarely seen today, shown 
in Figure 3.40: 
 
Figure 3.40: Map showing location of Cape Saunders, southern tip of the Otago Peninsula. Sightings of 
Hector’s dolphins in this area are not common today. (Map: www.topo.co.nz). 
 
Graham differentiated C. hectori/porpoises from other dolphins – that have a 
beak like a duck. His description, most likely Bottlenose dolphin was, ‘the 
dolphin has a brown coat with white below and is often seen with a large white 
patch near the back fin. I have only seen small schools of dolphins in Otago 
waters, but they are more common in the North Island in deep water’ (Graham, 
1956, p. 389). These pods of Bottlenose dolphins were much smaller than 
Hector’s and usually seen further offshore.  
Upokohue 
Graham also provided information on the properties of the oil in its head. 
Graham explained one of the many Māori names for C. hectori – Upokohue 
(although there are many more terms1). A term used for the Pilot whale, due to 
the oil content in its head: (Upoko – Head; hue – gourd). The oil from the head 
of C. hectori was highly valued as a lubricant in the manufacture of watches, 
clocks and other delicate instruments. The oil doesn’t gum, thicken by oxidation 
 
1
 The usage of Māori terms used for C. hectori are rich with information. This research is still 




or corrode with metals used; it withstands low temperatures without freezing 
or thickening to any great extent (Graham, 1956). 
From Graham’s descriptions, he observed lots of nursery pods and mating and 
had been able to hear sounds from the dolphins when his vessel was anchored 
offshore. All the boisterous activity indicates a large hapū of Hector’s dolphins 
lived off the Otago area with lots of action.  
During the 1950s, Hector’s dolphins were still abundant off Otago and still being 
seen feeding on vast shoals of Sprats, Pilchard and Barracouta. They were 
always close to the coast and more numerous than Bottlenose dolphins, at least 
off Otago. There was no talk of decline, and strandings were uncommon. 
However, by 1956 in Pelorus Sound, sightings of Hector’s dolphins, ‘white 
porpoises’ were becoming rare, despite them having some protection from 
being ‘taken’. A Pelorus Sound local wrote in 1956 that ‘none have been sighted 
in recent years’ (letter to F.C. Rhodes; in Miskelly, 2014). It would be interesting 
to investigate whether recreational fishing, a very popular activity in the 
Sounds, had any impact. 
There were still Hector’s in Golden Bay, where a colour movie film was taken of 
children playing with these (white) dolphins in shallow 
water (Robert Falla pers. comm. in (Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 1973).  C. hectori 








From the early part of the period described in this chapter, there was a shift in 
the prevalence of dolphin species and a decline in numbers of C. hectori. Set 
netting began in the 1960s in many areas, peaking in the 1970s, with high 
dolphin bycatch extending into the 1980s and beyond. There is a gradual decline 
of pods and sightings in many areas, particularly around the North Island and 
top of the South. Early genetic studies shed more light on just how much C. 





Popular author and scholar, Anthony Alpers, was born in 1919 and grew up in 
Canterbury. He saw dolphins (most likely Hector’s) for the first time off the 
mouth of the Rakaia River growing up. He published his classic Book of Dolphins 
in 1960 but mentions little on C. hectori, which he terms the ‘White-headed 
Dolphin’. He mentions that they are only found in the Southern Hemisphere, 
and while unknown to the Greeks, were very well known to Māori.  
There is another hint of decline in 1961, by Dr. Arthur Powell, Assistant Director 
of Auckland Museum. For the first time, C. hectori, ‘the porpoise’ is described 
as being in small pods: ‘seen in small schools in coastal waters’. The Auckland 
Museum Handbook of Zoology (Powell, 1961) was written as a guide to the 
Auckland exhibits, so although it has broader application to NZ flora and fauna, 
the information is from an Auckland-based perspective. C. hectori is described 
as growing to 1.8 metres. It’s distinguished from other dolphins by its ‘shorter 
beak and rounded dorsal fin’. It is black above and white below with a grey 
forehead as seen in Figure 4.1. The larger size and darker descriptions are 
interesting, again suggesting C. hectori around the Auckland region were larger 





Figure 4.1: A 1961 drawing and description of Hector’s dolphin (From Powell, 1961). 
 
Powell doesn’t mention Bottlenose or Duskies, but Common dolphins are 
‘common all round our coasts and frequently enter harbours’. This is the first 
instance of another dolphin species being more common than Hector’s, 
especially around the Auckland region.  
 
C. hectori were still being sighted though, with reports and photographs from 
local commercial and recreational fishermen off Piha in 1966 (Robson, in 
Freeman, 2003).   
 
First sound recordings 
On the 13 December 1964 off Haumuri Bluff and Oaro, south of Kaikōura, 
scientists recorded a few low-level, underwater cry sounds from C. hectori 
(Watkins et al. 1977). They sounded different to the sound sequences of Dusky 
dolphins. Acoustic expert Dawson (2009) says these cries and squeals indicate 
excitement and occur alongside active surface jumps and activity. They don’t 
whistle like other dolphins, and these cries have been recorded from all four 
Cephalorhynchus species. There are no obvious differences in dolphin sounds 
between Hector’s and Māui (Dawson, 2009). Dawson doesn’t mention the 




Dawson may have never experienced this, or it may be cultural difference that 
the Otago hapū has. Perhaps a lack of these cries is connected to declining pod 
sizes. Hector’s dolphins usually only leap when small groups of dolphins get 
together in a temporary larger pod. Less dolphins, less excitement, less 
communication, less noise. It may well be harder for scientists to study nursery 
pods now, than it was in the past. It is more common to see single mother and 
calf pairs, than nursery pods these days. 
 
The Smithsonian Institute published the following information: C. hectori are 
‘never seen far from the coast’ and, from the basis of specimens obtained, are 
known from North Coast, Bay of Islands, Wanganui Coast, Cook Strait, 
Canterbury and Banks Peninsula. (Hershkovitz, 1966). 
 
By 1968, there were shifts in species dominance and abundance in other areas, 
notably Cook Strait. David Gaskin from the NZ Fisheries Research Division 
published a report on NZ Cetacea with further information on C. hectori (Figure 
4.2), describing them as dorsally very dark grey, and ventrally white, with 




Figure 4.2: Sketch by Gaskin (1968, p. 127) of C. hectori. Easily identified from other dolphins by 1. a short 
beak; and 2. a rounded dorsal fin. 
 
Although Gaskin had personally received ‘sporadic reports from most parts of 
New Zealand’, by this time C. hectori was only common in certain areas. At this 




south to Hokitika on the West Coast. Also, these dolphins ranged north along 
the West Coast North Island, becoming scarcer north of Taranaki. We can infer 
that Hector’s were reasonably common from South Taranaki down to the top 
of the South. 
 
Gaskin himself (1968) saw Hector’s close inshore in winter off both Greymouth 
and Kaikōura (the Grey River bar and outside the reef at the entrance to 
Kaikōura Harbour) and reported that Hector’s were nearly always found close 
to the cement works at Cape Foulwind. The fact that Gaskin had seen dolphins 
very close in winter, in Greymouth and Kaikōura indicates that the pods in these 
areas were still sizeable. Indeed, both locations are part of their current and 
common distribution. He provided a very useful map (Fig 4.3) and data showing 
records of known collected specimens of C. hectori (Table 4.1). 
 
All of Oliver’s 1922 specimen data are there. Gaskin updated the dataset with 
more recent specimens, obtained mainly by the Canterbury Museum in the 
1940s and 1950s with Hector’s dolphins from the West Coast (Westport and 
Okarito); Nelson; and Canterbury (New Brighton, Sumner, Woodend, and 






Figure 4.3: Map showing collection localities of C. hectori as of 1968 (from Gaskin, 1968, p. 80). 
 
Table 4.1: Details of locations of where C. hectori specimens were housed (from Gaskin, 1968, p. 81). 
 
 
With regards to other dolphin species, Common dolphins were now the 
commonest seen around New Zealand, where in Cook Strait they were seen 
equally as often as Dusky dolphins. Dusky dolphins were now more common 




schools of Bottlenose dolphins in Fiordland, and they were frequently in 
Foveaux Strait, regularly seen in the Marlborough Sounds and Tasman Bay; and 
often in outer Wellington bays in late summer. 
Estuarine 
Gaskin (1968) also describes their habitat; Hector’s and Māui are inshore 
species, often seen in murky water and ‘often penetrating some distance into 
estuaries’. The mention of estuarine habitat is significant. Currently, it is 
commonly accepted by government scientists that the habitat of this species 
does not include estuaries and harbours and estuaries have been left out of the 
latest protection measures for Hector’s and Māui dolphins. These areas should 
receive attention in the conservation management of the species. The research 
presented in this thesis demonstrates their significance as habitat and many 
estuaries have been destroyed or degraded. The destruction of a once 
expansive swamp and tidal lagoon for the township of Whanganui (as seen in 
Figure 4.4) may well have impacted on the Whanganui hapū of dolphins.  
 
 
Figure 4.4: Map of ‘Cooks Straits’ [sic], showing a large estuary that was drained to make way for the town 
of Whanganui, shown as ‘Wanga nui atera’ on the map, top centre (Polack, 1838, p. xiii). 
 
The early map is rudimentary, it is unlikely this estuarine area was as large as 




wonder if habitat destruction, and the resulting loss of estuarine ecosystems 
may have had lasting impacts on local dolphin populations. Hector’s/Māui are 
also adaptable and eclectic eaters. 
 
Māui dolphin had declined around the Auckland region by the early 1960s. By 
the late 1960s, C. hectori had declined off Cook Strait and north of Taranaki too. 
Common dolphins were becoming the most seen species throughout New 
Zealand. Dusky dolphins are now more common than Hector’s from Cook Strait 
to Banks Peninsula, indicating declines here too. Hector’s dolphins were still 
reasonably common from off South Taranaki south, where today they are very 
rare. And there were still irregular sightings from all over Aotearoa. 
The first known declines of C. hectori were around Auckland down to North 
Taranaki, and Cook Strait down to Banks Peninsula, and the decline began 
happening in the 1960s. This coincides with the timing of when intensive set 
netting began occurring all around Aotearoa, (Dept. of Conservation & Ministry 
of Agriculture and Fisheries, 1994). It was during the 1960s that the material 
that made up set nets changed from natural fibres, such as cotton and hemp, to 
monofilament, plastic nets. These are much harder for dolphins to detect, being 
near impossible to see in the water column. How trawling nets have changed 
over time is worth investigating. 
It is suspected that set netting became more intensive in more populated areas 
earlier as the species first declined off big cities Auckland, Wellington, 
Christchurch and areas of high fishing effort, Nelson, Kaikōura and Taranaki. The 
East Coast North Island also had very high set net fishing effort, and the hapū of 
C. hectori there may have also declined due to bycatch from the 1960s onwards. 
Retired commercial fishermen Alan Frater of Whanganui (pers. comm., 7 July 
2018) carried out large scale set netting off Whanganui northwards from the 
mid-1960s onwards. He fished a lot from Awakino River (north of New 
Plymouth) to Raglan from the mid-1960s. Alan said nets were set from the 
shoreline out to 80 km. This practice certainly would have caught multiple 




industry’s defensive approach to questions such as this. It is possible there were 
already no dolphins there or they occurred at such low density they weren’t 
often seen. 
Big pods at Kawhia and Piha 
A large number of pale individuals were reported in successive years off Kawhia 
Harbour, from November until January (Robson, pers. comm. in Morzer Bruyns 
& Baker, 1973.) and there is proof: ‘Mr F. Robson, Napier supplied several very 
good photographs taken by a friend outside Kawhia Harbour in January 1968 of 
a group of 200 – 300 C. hectori (p.136; Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 1973). Within 
just a few years, C. hectori were reduced to appearing every year, in a few small 
groups, in pods of up to six dolphins off Kawhia (Abel et al. 1971).  
There are also large pods seen off Piha in summer in the late 1960s, also backed 
up by photos. It’s a bit confusing as Robson mentions Piha in his notes, but 
Morzer Bruyns and Baker quote Robson as being the source of the Kawhia 
sightings too. There may be confusion here, but because there was a pod seen 
in Piha of 180 dolphins and further south in Kawhia, there is a reporting of a 
group of 200-300, there appear to be two areas where large pods of Māui 
dolphins were still being seen in the late 1960s.  
Apparently, there are photos in existence of large pods off both Kawhia and 
Piha, which would certainly be good to track down to help clarify any doubts2. 
Regardless, there are still large pods of Māui dolphins being seen along this 
stretch of coast. 
Throughout the 1960s and most likely prior, Hector’s dolphins were regularly 
seen at Paraparaumu by beach front residents, just beyond the surf zone. There 
were no more sightings of them there from 1973 (Robson, 1976).  
During the late 1960s, Webb – a government fisheries scientist – made 
opportunistic observations of dolphins during purse seining and trawling 
 
2
 Attempts to locate these photos were made in Dr Alan Baker’s records in the archives at Te 




operations in coastal waters around the top of the South Island (Webb, 1973). 




Figure 4.5: Maps showing locations of dolphin sightings around the top of the South. Hector’s dolphins 
(triangles) are sighted north of D’Urville Island, north of Cape Jackson, outer Pelorus Sound, and Cook Strait, 
out from Cloudy Bay (from Webb, 1973; p. 402). 
 
Hector’s dolphins were sighted north of Cape Stephens, D’Urville Island; north 
of Cape Jackson, off the northern entrance to Queen Charlotte Sound; Forsyth 
Bay, outer Pelorus Sound; and Cook Strait, out from Cloudy Bay. 
Webb (1973) doubted Gaskin’s report that C. hectori concentrated in Tasman 
Bay and Cook Strait. It is important to note that Webb’s report wasn’t a 




conducted from commercial fishing platforms, and only four of ten months 
were spent in Cook Strait, inconsecutively at that.  
Regarding other dolphin species, Common dolphins were observed in the 
greatest concentrations in spring and autumn, particularly along the eastern 
side of Tasman Bay and north of the Marlborough Sounds. An albino one was 
seen northwest of D’Urville Island and near the entrance to Queen Charlotte 
Sound by fishermen in 1970-71.  
Sightings of Dusky dolphins were scarce during summer months. Sightings from 
February to June were made in Cook Strait and northern Marlborough Sounds, 
where schools sometimes mixed with Common or Bottlenose. Bottlenose were 
seen around a lot around eastern Tasman Bay. Mixed schools of 100 -200, 
including Common and Dusky, seen in March, Cloudy Bay. 
Interestingly, the months when all other species were rare and/or low in 
numbers, especially during November, December and January, coincide with 
the calving season for Hector’s. This is the main time of year they are seen close 
to shore. Hector’s can also be hard to spot. Webb’s observations from the late 







Hector’s dolphins were still being called porpoises by the general public. Figure 
4.5 is from the popular collectable New Zealand’s Heritage: the Making of a 
Nation series. It almost resembles a Spectacled porpoise more than a Hector’s 
dolphin. 
 
Figure 4.6: Image of C. hectori, still being called a common porpoise from New Zealand’s Heritage series 
(Ed. Knox, R., 1972).  
 
Marineland staff published a paper in Investigations on Cetacea in 1971 (Abel 
et al). They describe sightings of C. hectori, using the same common name as 
Oliver (1946), the ‘Little Pied dolphin’ (C. hectori bicolor). People were seeing 
the lighter grey variety more, as the darker variety became rarer. Abel and 
colleagues could well be referring to Māui dolphins becoming rarer around the 
North Island, being darker grey. 
They summarised known locations of C. hectori dolphins saying: ‘With the help 
of Marine Department Technicians and Commercial Fishermen working around 
the coast of New Zealand and our own observations while engaged in catching 
expeditions we have been able to establish with reasonable accuracy that 
(Hector’s/Māui dolphins) can be located at the following areas’: Hauraki Gulf, 





Figure 4.7: Known locations of C. hectori around New Zealand (c. years 1968 to 1971: from Abel et al. 1971, 
p. 172). 
 
Their information was based on recent, late 1960s to early 1970s observations, 
from the authors, commercial fishermen and government scientists: C. hectori 
were most common around the northern parts of the South Island: the 
Marlborough Sounds and from Cloudy Bay south to Banks Peninsula. There was 
a sighting of four Hector’s/Māui in Hauraki Gulf. A high percentage of sightings 
were around muddy outfalls from rivers (Abel et al. 1971). 
Local fishermen in Cloudy Bay contributed information on seasonality. They 
worked the Wairau River mouth area and saw the dolphins almost every day, 
especially in spring and summer. Most sightings in winter were of single 
dolphins: 
 
Even when on one occasion five were playing near the boat they had 




They would play around the bow of boats for usually no more than one 
or two minutes. They could follow trawl boats for hours, possibly 
catching small fish that escaped through the mesh of the trawl. They 
never followed the trawl boats into clearer water. When the trawler 
started to move into clearer water, the dolphins gave up their positions 
behind the trawl and commenced playing around the bow of our boat, 
and when we altered course they came with us and stayed with us the 
rest of the day, usually abreast or astern of the boat.   
      (p. 171; Abel et al. 1971) 
Seasonal differences in distribution were noticed as well as a smaller proportion 
of the population being found close inshore in winter when it seems that groups 
were generally spread out (Dawson & Slooten, 1993).  
 
Captivity 
On 6th February 1970, a team from Marineland with the help of Joe Perano, 
captured four Hector’s dolphins (two male, two female) from Cloudy Bay. 
Hector’s are apparently harder to catch, as they move much faster around the 
boat than Dusky and Common dolphins. The first dolphin captured was a male, 
whom they named ‘Narwhal’, after their boat. ‘At first he did not seem to be 
settling down so he was lifted up on to the gunwale.…He squeaked a little longer 
but became much quieter and within a few minutes had settled down 
completely’.  
When they looked up from ‘attending’ the dolphin they had just captured, ‘we 
could see at least a dozen others surrounding the boat, just lying on the surface 
of the water looking at Narwhal on the bed of rubber on the gunwale’. When 
the boat was leaving, the other Hector’s ‘stayed with us obviously in contact 
with the captured dolphin on the boat’. The engine noise seemed to upset him, 
so they travelled at half the speed (Abel et al. 1971). 
They captured a further three; who apparently all settled down quickly after 
being captured, unlike Narwhal. They were kept in a pool at Perano’s former 
whaling station until Friday 13th, when the four Hector’s dolphins were 
transferred by truck from Picton to Blenheim. They were flown to Napier two at 
a time in a Cherokee aircraft on a flight lasting one and half hours and confined 




One female died six weeks after capture. The second female died following 
severe injuries from a captive leopard seal, two and a half months after 
captivity. One male died a week later. The other male, Narwhal, lived for two 
and half years in captivity, dying in mid-1972 (Cawthorn & Gaskin, 1984). 
Abel et al (1971) fail to disclose the cause of death for the other three dolphins. 
They do note that after a few months, the dolphins’ skin showed signs of 
deterioration. They were given medication and vitamins, and their skin was 
clear five weeks later.  
Interestingly. the Hector’s seemed to perk up in cloudy water, which led to 
speculation that their skin condition could have been aggravated by strong 
sunlight, or increased salinity. Their habitat of being closer to land, near river 
mouths and in cloudy water, could indicate a differing physiology compared to 
other NZ dolphin species.  
With Narwhal the only dolphin remaining, on May 24, rough seas caused the 
tanks to become cloudy, Narwhal perked up considerably. His skin gradually 
recovered after Marineland made an effort to keep his tank cloudy. At the 
beginning of summer, Narwhal was moved from the hospital pool to the main 
show tanks, with the Common and Dusky dolphins. He ‘responded well’ to a 
month of basic training and was able to ‘jump and retrieve a ball on command’ 
performing alongside the other captive dolphins. Some pictures of Narwhal are 





Figure 4.8: Pictures of Narwhal, a male captive Hector’s dolphin at Marineland, Napier (1970 – 1972). Left: 




Northern sightings again 
In the first edition of Dr Alan Baker’s guide to New Zealand Whales and Dolphins 
(1972, Figure 4.9), Baker echoed the same information as Abel et al (1971), 
stating that Hector’s/Māui were common around the northern half of the South 
Island. They had been reported from Hauraki Gulf, Kawhia and the Bay of 
Islands. Baker had personally seen them off Cloudy Bay.  
 
 





Baker (1972) also provided some insight into their ecology, noting the inshore 
movement of dolphins in summer coincided with significant zooplankton 
blooms. These occurred inshore in late summer-early autumn along with 
settlement of species such as Squat lobster (Munida gragaria).  
 
There was increased abundance of Squid, Kahawai (Arripis trutta), Yellow-eyed 
mullet (Aldrichetta forsteri) and demersal species such as Red cod 
(Pseudophycis bacchus), Hoki (Macruronus novaezelandiae) and Barracoutta 
(Thyrsites atutri). Other food species documented included Horse mackerel 
(Trachus novaezelandiae}, Red cod, Sand stargazer (Crepatulus novaezelandiae) 
and engraulids (Baker, 1972). 
Both Abel et al. (1971) and Baker (1972) made comments that C. hectori were 
more widely spread than previously thought. This is probably in reference to 
Gaskin’s (1968) descriptions of ‘sporadic’ sightings, sparse in some areas. Gaskin 
hadn’t mentioned any recent sightings in Hauraki Gulf and Bay of Islands, but 
there were obviously some since then, albeit isolated ones. 
Gaskin (1972), provided even more detail that C. hectori were common in the 
vicinity of Cook Strait and Tasman Bay, and on the adjacent East and West coasts 
for about 100 miles north of the Strait and 200 miles south.  
They often penetrated some distance into the Clarence, Wairau and Grey River 
estuaries, into the Marlborough Sounds as far as Picton and Pelorus and were 
also seen close to Nelson. They were nearly always found close to the cement 
works at Cape Foulwind, Westport and off the mouth of the Whanganui River. 
C. hectori were rare around Hawke’s Bay. 
Gaskin (1972) personally saw C. hectori outside the Grey River bar, in Wellington 
Harbour and Palliser Bay, near Port Underwood and Cloudy Bay, off the mouth 
of the Clarence River and Banks Peninsula, in the Marlborough Sounds at several 





Hector’s were sighted frequently along the West Coast South Island down to 
Jackson Bay during whale surveys conducted in 1963-64. They became rarer 
past the continental shelf.  
Gaskin (1972) had no information about distribution north of Taranaki, implying 
they were definitely present around and south of Taranaki. Fishermen saw them 
between Tasman Bay and Taranaki Bight in winter.  
Morzer Bruyns (1973) said Hector’s were uncommon in the deeper parts of 
Cook Strait but are often seen inshore from Cloudy Bay to Tory Channel. This 
indicates that they didn’t see them in summer, when most C. hectori move 
further inshore.  
He described them as having either grey or white foreheads and has noticed 
that some juveniles had a broadly triangular fin, as depicted in Figure 4.10.  
 
 
Figure 4.10: Drawing showing juvenile Hector’s dolphin with ‘broadly triangular’ shaped dorsal fin. From 
Gaskin 1972, p. 127. 
 
Gaskin (1972) believed this changed with age to become more bluntly rounded, 
like adult dorsal fins. It is an interesting observation and has been rubbished by 
some; but the images of calves in Figure 4.11 may show the fin variety he means. 





Figure 4.11: Images of calves showing a more triangular looking fin. (Upper: Black Cat Cruises; Lower: 
DOC). 
 
With regards to other dolphin species, Hector’s dolphins were much more 
common than Dusky dolphins along the West Coast South Island. Duskies were 
common from East cape to Timaru, with many pods seen in eastern Cook Strait, 
and close to Wellington, but not common in Port Underwood or Cloudy Bay.  
Bottlenose, found on the northwest coast of the North Island were smaller than 
the ones seen in Fiordland and Foveaux Strait. Bottlenose were seen all around 
the South Island in late spring, early summer. Common dolphins prefer the 
northern warmer currents but could be seen further south in southern waters 
in summer, when they have been seen as far south as Stewart Island. 
More information came from Captain Morzer Bruyns who made eight coastal 
voyages from Auckland to Bluff. He saw Hector’s on 15 separate occasions, and 




Bruyns & Baker (1973). He described them as having very light grey forehead 
and flanks, appearing a little brownish in muddy water, showing up even lighter 
grey in clear water and sunshine, which may account for other lighter grey, 
nearly white descriptions of them. This may have been from sightings around 
the clear waters of the Cook Strait and Marlborough Sounds. They had an 
obvious preference for shallow depths, often in or near broken water. This was 
supported by observations of dolphins in and about river bars and elsewhere.  
He didn’t see any in waters deeper than 60m but his co-author Baker had seen 
them diving in waters 100-200m deep. Baker described them as mostly light or 
silvery grey. They ranged from just south of Banks Peninsula, with occasional 
groups south to Otago and Foveaux Strait. On the West Coast, they ranged 
between Hokitika and Westport.  
Morzer Bruyns and Baker (1973) reported Hector’s being sighted around 
Greymouth, Westport, Kawhia, Paraparaumu Beach, Pigeon Bay, Banks 
Peninsula and Rakaia River Bar. They were seen all year in and around Kaikōura 
and the coast around Lyttelton Harbour, Port Levy and Akaroa Harbour, 
indicating abundant hapū off Kaikōura and Canterbury. They were known to be 
off Cape Campbell, Cloudy Bay, the Marlborough Sounds and Tasman Bay. There 
was a sighting of three white dolphins seen off Castlepoint, Wairarapa. They 
accompanied fishing boats out of Kaikōura, Lyttelton and Akaroa Harbours, 
occasionally following boats out to the 80 metre line. And they often rubbed 
themselves against the bow and nudged these fishing boats.  
Hector’s were common around the not-so-deep areas of Cook Strait, and in this 
area were most numerous around Cape Campbell, Cloudy Bay and Tory 
Channel. Morzer Bruyns and Baker (1973) said there could be two more or less 
separate populations on the east and west coasts, which indicates there was 
already a gap in distribution happening around the top of the South Island.  
They had not been seen at this point in Timaru and Otago harbours. No 




isolated and had few observers. The same could be said about sightings on the 
remote East Coast North Island, and Palliser Bay, Wellington. 
Photos of bycatch 
C. hectori are rare in collections and may not strand as readily as other dolphins. 
Marzer Bruyns and Baker (1973) suggested they are more adapted to inshore 
shallow waters, and less likely to strand. The early 1970s saw the first photos of 
C. hectori that had been caught in nets. Two strandings had occurred near 
Whanganui. There were photos of recently stranded dolphins from New 




Figure 4.12: Left: Net marks can be seen around the head of this dolphin from New Brighton. Right: This 
Hector’s dolphin washed up in Palliser Bay, Wellington (from Morzer-Burns and Baker, 1973, p. 132 & 135). 
 
Net marks can be seen on the dolphin from New Brighton, Christchurch and one 






Figure 4.13: Juvenile male Hector’s dolphin caught in nets off Banks Peninsula, likely the same specimen 
that was deep frozen and sent to Amsterdam. Net marks can be seen around its body. (From van Bree, 
1972, pl. 2).   
 
According to local fishermen, they do occasionally get caught in nets, with this 
account from Banks Peninsula:  
Mr Helps reported one caught in his net in Port Levy. The incident was 
noticed because the dolphin’s mate was seen swimming frantically 
over the position of the net and Mr Help’s son was able to rescue the 
trapped animal by pulling it out by the flukes. After it was released it 
lay on the surface for several minutes breathing rapidly until, 
apparently recovered, both animals swam away. Helpfulness in not 
leaving trapped mates was also reported by Mr Beaumont, Akaroa. 
    (p.136; Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 1973) 
 
Baker  (in Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 1973) had some interesting observations: 




tailstock. They could seem darker, especially when seen at a distance or in 
muddy water.  
 
Baker had seen them swimming in formation: Hector’s dolphins swimming in a 
‘line abreast’ with distances up to one metre between them, the head of the 
second animal reaching half or more the length of the leader, the third animal 
in the same position in respect of the second. Dolphins moving in this chevron 
pattern have been described in some other sources too, and by surfers, which 
may also refer to C. hectori.  
Morzer Bruyns and Baker observed low activity:  
They rarely jump and only when escorting boats or when playing near 
them. When they do, it is in the form of a low arc barely clearing the 
surface and the flukes do not break water.     
    (p.134, Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 1973) 
Hector’s were noted as quick and difficult to spot: 
Their quick and silent method of blowing makes them difficult to 
detect at sea and groups further away than 500m from an observer in 
a choppy sea, or 1000 metres in a smooth sea, will mostly pass 
unnoticed, even when carefully watched from a height of 20m above 
sea level.    (p. 134, Morzer Bruyns & Baker, 1973) 
 
From Morzer Bruyns & Baker, (1973) we gather that C. hectori had become rarer 
off Dunedin and southwards, and around the North Island in general. It was 
usual to see small pod sizes, but not the large schools that had been described 
historically. The comment that they rarely jump was new. Many previous 
sources had remarked on the antics and the activity of C. hectori. This is another 
indication of smaller pod sizes and smaller population in general. 
Both van Bree (1972) and Morzer Bruyns & Baker (1973) compare varying 
physical descriptions in colouration for C. hectori. Both conclude that the darker 
descriptions by van Beneden (1881) and from the stuffed skin in Whanganui 
(Figure 3.26) were the result of specimens turning black soon after death. 




3.39) but this is not different enough for any to be classed a separate 
subspecies. The subspecies bicolor suggested by Oliver (1946) thus became 
invalid. 
Frank Robson (1976) was a whale and dolphin researcher, and former 
commercial fisher, former captor and guide at Marineland, Napier. From 
Robson’s perspective, Hector’s were normally seen only in the Marlborough 
Sounds. Robson only saw one Hector’s – caught in a recreational net at Clive, 
Hawke’s Bay, shown in Figure 4.14.  
The only Hector’s dolphin I have seen in Hawkes Bay was dead – caught 
in a set net. It was one of a herd of 11. I knew that fishermen in the bay 
had been seeing black and white dolphins for five weeks, but as luck 
would have it my first sight of the beautiful creatures was in death. 




Figure 4.14: Researcher Frank Robson with a Hector’s dolphin caught by a set net at Clive, Hawke’s Bay 
(from Robson, 1976, p. 76). 
 
The dolphin was believed to be one of the 11 Hector’s dolphins seen in the 
vicinity during January and February 1974. The pod had been seen at Tukituki 




Common, Dusky and Bottlenose dolphins were commonly seen in the Hawke’s 
Bay area; and that in recent years, the ‘beautiful black and white Hector’s 
dolphins’ had been seen too (p.76, Robson, 1976).  
There were further notes on Hector’s dolphin distribution in Frank Robson’s 
diary as reported in Freeman (2003). The information confirms Hector’s 
dolphins were resident along the South Coast South Island and there was 
bycatch occurring year-round: ‘sightings and accidental catchings have been 
made at the lower end of the South Island during winter which suggests that 
some are at least resident there’. Baker (1978) also confirmed there were 
Hector’s in Te Waewae Bay.  
More Northern sightings 
Robson (in Freeman, 2003) also recorded several sightings from the Wairarapa 
Coast, Firth of Thames, Foxton and large groups off Piha, all of them in summer:  
▪ A group of five Hector’s seen during the summer months in the Firth of 
Thames. 
 
▪ Sightings still occurring at Piha, backed up by more recent photographs, also 
in Jan & Feb.  One herd was estimated to consist of 180 animals.   
 
▪ Two sightings of the species were reported by Mr Ted Williams of P. North 
off the Wairarapa Coast both in mid-Summer. 
 
o On the 19th Dec 1977 a number of sightings were reported of 
small groups of Hector’s swimming just behind the breaking 
surf. 
 
o On 23rd of Jan 1978, John Bolton and his family had the 
opportunity to play with three Hector’s (two adults & a 
juvenile) at Waitarere Beach, south of Foxton, Manawatu while 
standing in waist-deep water.  The juvenile persisted in coming 




swam slowly past.  John Bolton was superintendent of reserves 
in Palmerston North. Report by Mr “Ted” Williams. City 
engineer P.N.” 
 
Robson added many more sightings from places where they are very rare today 
– Hawke’s Bay, Piha, Wairarapa and Manawatu. The fact that all of these 
dolphins were being sighted in summer, suggests that there were small pods 
still living around these areas in the 1970s. 
The Marine Mammal Protection Act is established in 1978 and it became 
Government policy to record all strandings.  
Baker (1978), still head of the Nation Museum of NZ updated the International 
Whaling Commission (IWC) on the status of C. hectori: They still ranged from 
Bay of Islands to Foveaux Strait, but were most abundant between Cloudy Bay 
and Banks Peninsula, often seen in muddy or discoloured waters seaward of 
estuaries and deep inlets, such as the Marlborough Sounds.  
Baker also provided an updated distribution map (Fig. 4.15), showing where 
Hector’s/Māui dolphins had been seen, stranded or caught around the South 
Island, and much of the North Island. They were still ‘common in the middle of 






Figure 4.15: 1970s distribution of Hector’s dolphins (from Baker, 1978, p. 332). Still common in the middle 
of their range. Asterisks refer to areas where C. hectori were seen at sea, caught in nets, or stranded. 
 
Baker (1978), supplied stranding, sighting and bycatch data for Hector’s/Māui 
from 1970 to 1977 in Table 4.2. There were strandings from North Taranaki, 
(Pukearuhe); and New Plymouth. Strandings were also reported from Kaikōura, 





Table 4.2: Stranding, sighting and bycatch data for Hector’s/Māui from 1970 to 1977 (from Baker, 1978, 





There were sightings in Manawatu beaches (indicates several locations), North 
Taranaki, Pukearuhe (several times), New Plymouth, Whitianga (Coromandel, 
ECNI), Wellington Heads, and Whakatane. Sightings are reported too from areas 
where they are still regularly seen today including Banks Peninsula, Queen 
Charlotte Sound, Jackson’s Bay, Westport, Lyttelton Harbour, Otago Harbour, 
Te Waewae bay and Cloudy Bay. 
At Whale Island (Whakatane), a pod of five Hector’s/ Māui was seen from a tuna 
boat off Whale Island, Bay of Plenty, 15 March 1978 
(Geoff Tunnicliffe, pers. comm. Canterbury Museum in Cawthorn, 1988). There 
were other sightings off Bay of Plenty, Jackson’s Bay and Te Waewae Bay. 
Although once regularly sighted off Paraparaumu, none have been sighted 
there since 1973. They were seen off and on around New Plymouth.  
Baker (1978) also mentioned the smaller pod sizes: C. hectori then ‘usually swim 
in schools of two to eight individuals, larger aggregations of 20 or more reported 
very occasionally’.  
Bycatch everywhere 
The Rig (Mustelus lenticulatus) fishery developed rapidly around the South 
Island and peaked there around the mid to late 1970s (Cawthorn, 1988). From 
talking to fishermen, entanglement rates have been high since the mid-1970s 
(Cawthorn, 1988; Dawson, 1990). 
Hector’s/Māui dolphins were being caught in the set net fishery for Rig, which 
peaked in Canterbury, Pegasus, New Plymouth and then Golden and Tasman 
Bays. On average, net sizes ranged from 2.8 km to 1.6 km. The rig fishery also 
developed rapidly along the West Coast North Island (Cawthorn, 1988).  
Hector’s dolphins were also caught in the East Coast South Island Elephantfish 
(Callorhinchus milii) and Moki (Latridopsis ciliaris) set net and bottom trawl 
fisheries. C. hectori were seen following trawl nets. In two separate instances, 
four and three individuals were taken in trawl nets, both Pegasus Bay 




New Plymouth, Cloudy Bay, Banks Peninsula, Lyttelton Harbour and Heads, and 
Pegasus Bay.  
Although rare around Fiordland, three were caught in a set net in 1977, Milford 
Sound (Baker, 1978). There is a history of confirmed reports of Hector’s dolphins 
in Shark cove, Dusky Sound and Milford Sound, and reports from Preservation 
Inlet (Department of Conservation & Ministry of Fisheries, 2007). Robson (in 
Freeman, 2003) included Milford Sound as part of their distribution from 1970 
onwards. A mature female Hector’s dolphin washed up dead in Milford Sound, 
December 2019. 
Due to the cheap prices of monofilament nets, set nets proliferated amongst 
both commercial and recreational fishers throughout the 1970s. Recreational 
fishers often refer to the ‘tradition’ of set netting, as a right to continue, yet the 
practice using these plastic materials only goes back to the 1970s, at the very 
earliest, late 1960s. 
Baker (1978) believed the distribution and habitat of Hector’s/ Māui make them 
particularly susceptible to accidental capture in the extensive set net and trawl 
fishery off East Coast South Island, where they are most common. Although he 
said there was ‘no immediate cause for alarm from bycatch records’, Baker 
failed to suggest how unlikely any reporting of marine mammal bycatch was, 
with no incentive to do so. 
Baker also looked at pollutants in Hector’s dolphin blubber, pesticides and 
heavy metals. He began tagging Hector’s dolphins in Cloudy Bay to investigate 
population dynamics. His research provided evidence that this species forms 
semi-resident or resident groups with small ranges (Baker, 1983). 
Cawthorn (1979), in another progress report to the IWC describes Hector’s 
dolphins being made up of small localised populations, consisting of several 
discrete schools. He believed 12 to 20 Hector’s dolphins were being caught per 
year in commercial and amateur set nets, mainly around Banks Peninsula and 




occurring during the latter part of the 1970s was at Banks Peninsula and 
Taranaki.  
Kirsty Russell (1999) focussed on sightings and strandings of C. hectori around 
the North Island in her thesis, summarising the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s 
separately as well as altogether. Russell’s data were mainly from Baker’s records 
and did not include Robson’s sightings, (which became known a few years later). 
Sightings were spread along both coasts, from Auckland and Coromandel south, 
right around the Wellington Coast. The 1970s sightings and stranding data are 
shown in Figure 4.16. 
  
Figure 4.16: Sightings data (left) and stranding data (right) around the North Island in the 1970s. (From 
Russell, 1999, p. 26,45). 
 
Most sightings (59%) were between Manukau and Taranaki, with 26% of 
sightings south of Taranaki to Wellington and the remaining 15% on the East 
Coast North Island.  
North Taranaki stranding hotspot 
The stranding data (Fig. 4.16) were more dramatic, with 75% of all strandings in 
north Taranaki. The largest number of strandings reported were four in 




in commercial and recreational fishing nets around Taranaki, and that is 
supported by these data. 
Russell remarked that sightings in the past implied distribution around most of 
the North Island. With further investigation however, locations of sightings are 
isolated, with a clumped distribution along the West Coast. This indicates C. 
hectori were more abundant on the West Coast North Island, than the East. On 
the East Coast North Island, density is lower and pods are more spread out.  
One British author (Lockley, 1979), described C. hectori as ‘with a white or pale 
forehead’ (p. 177). They were ‘often numerous in shallow water in New Zealand 
where it can be too tame, getting into fishermen’s nets, even swimming among 








Cawthorn (1982) provided more bycatch data from the early 1980s: A female 
Hector’s/ Māui dolphin was caught in a set net at Waiheke Island, Hauraki Gulf 
in October 1980. At least six Hector’s dolphins were killed in set net fisheries off 
Banks Peninsula.  
 
Around 120 – 150 dolphins were killed in deep set nets of Kaikōura, including 
Dusky, Common and Hector’s dolphins, as seen in Table 4.3. These are catches 
that were observed but unreported, indicating the early data on bycatch would 
be the very tip of the iceberg. 
 
Table 4.3: Bycatch of New Zealand dolphins observed and unreported from 1980/81. The first location is 
Kaikōura (deep set nets) followed by Banks Peninsula (set net fisheries).  (From Cawthorn, 1982, p. 191). 
 
 
During the 1982/1983 summer season, 28 Hector’s dolphins were caught by just 
two set net fishermen off Canterbury (Dawson, 1990).  
Watson (1981), an American writer, made some interesting remarks on ‘New 
Zealand Dolphins’. Distribution was mainly on the East Coast South Island and 
around the North Island. According to Watson (1981) C. hectori often enter and 
travel some distance upstream of rivers in flood.  
Watson (1981) summed up pod dynamics perfectly, noting they can congregate 
in large numbers at popular feeding sites, but their usual pattern was groups of 
up to ten. These groups would be foraging in clusters, often spread out over 




Watson (1981) confounded colouration again, as illustrated in Figure 4.16 and 
the following text: shown in Figure 4.14.  
There is an even paler grey, sometimes almost a white, egg-shaped 
patch on the forehead in front of the blowhole. In some individuals this 
is large enough to extend right down to the tip of the jaw and 




Figure 4.17: Watson’s depiction of variations in colouration of Hector’s dolphins (from Watson, 1981, p. 
253).  
 
Wade Doak is known for his experiences underwater around NZ with dolphins. 
Doak (1981, p. 180) noted C. hectori were ‘found in small groups…mostly in the 
northern half of the South Island, occasionally further north and south’.  
Surfers at Pegasus Bay, Canterbury often share the surf with Hector’s dolphins. 
Ian Surgerson told of his experiences:  
The first glimpse would be when they shot under my board while 
awaiting a wave, My usual initial reaction was ‘Shark!’, but then the 
rounded dorsal fin would pop up beside me, with a puff from the 
blowhole, and my heartbeat settled down. 
 
Once when I cut back, I nearly collided with a dolphin, but in a flash it 
turned, slipped out of the wave and reappeared seconds later right 







On another occasion at Amberley Beach: 
I took off on a wave and was riding out on the unbroken wall of it when 
I found a dolphin beside me. I kicked off the wave and watched to see 
what it would do. The dolphin stayed in the wave until about to dump 
in the shore break, leapt out the back and repeated the experience. 
      (p.180, in Doak, 1981) 
 
According to Doak, and several surfers in his book, dolphins were more likely to 
join human surfers when the surf is light. 
 
In 1983, Baker updated his whale and dolphin identification guide with New 
Zealand dolphins ranging from the Bay of Islands in the north to Foveaux Strait 
in the south, most abundant between Cook Strait and Foveaux Strait. He said 
they prefer muddy or discoloured water seaward of estuaries such as those off 
Greymouth, Te Waewae, Cloudy Bay and around Banks Peninsula.  
They are now only rarely seen north of East Cape and Kawhia with pod sizes of 
two to 30 individuals. 
Scientist Martin Cawthorn worked for the Ministry of Fisheries and later the 
Department of Conservation. He also contributed data, pooling observations 
from mariners, fishermen, research ships and others, as shown in Table 4.4, 
noting that he discarded all observations of any doubt. 
Data from 1970 – 1977 have already been presented in Baker (1978), so it’s the 
observations Cawthorn (1988) adds from 1978 -1984 that are of particular 
interest. Single sightings were still rare.  
Interestingly there is a winter sighting of two Hector’s dolphins, 80 nm 
southeast of Kaikōura at the Mernoo Bank fishing grounds. A large pod of 30 
were seen off Manukau Harbour, February 1982.  
There were still reasonable numbers of C. hectori seen in Tasman Bay and off 
Whanganui in the early 1980s. There was heavy trawling off Whanganui 




Table 4.4: Hector’s dolphin sightings data from 1970 – 1984 (From Cawthorn, 1988, p. 305). Pukearuhe is 





Hector’s and Māui dolphins were still being seen in North Taranaki, New 
Plymouth, Whakatane, Whitianga, Whanganui and Golden Bay- in places where 
they are very rare at present. The range for Māui dolphins was clearly much 
larger, including sightings from Whakatane and Whitianga. 
There were more sightings in the months and years to follow:  
▪ Off Whanganui River, New Plymouth and north along the coast to 




▪ 30 Hectors dolphins seen in Keneperu Sound repeatedly jumping 
vertically from the water and milling around school of anchovies 
(baitfish); very excitedly (April 1984, J Meredyth-Young, pers. comm. in 
Cawthorn, 1988)  
▪ Reported sightings by fishermen of ‘small grey-white dolphins, with 
black fins and no beak’, close inshore off Kaipara 
and Hokianga Harbours. 
▪ Observed frequently in Palliser Bay, east of Wellington Harbour, by 
fishermen. Although unusual in Wellington Harbour, recent incidental 
sightings were reported on the eastern side a few miles north of 
the Harbour entrance (A.N. Baker, pers. comm. in Cawthorn; 1988). 
 
In most areas, sightings of single dolphins were rare, except for Taranaki, where 
almost all sighting were of single dolphins. This is a strong indication of 
population decline. Most dolphins were seen in small pods, another sign of 
decline.  
MAF (Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries) scientists regularly saw Hector’s 
dolphins congregating off the mouths of the Buller River, Clarence River, 
Kaikōura Peninsula, Banks Peninsula and off the mouths of 
Rakaia, Rangitata and Waitaki. They were relatively abundant around the entire 
South Island, with the exception of Fiordland, where there was a lower density, 
unsurprising as it’s primarily deep water. 
Cawthorn (1988) listed an outlier sighting, which is often ignored and forgotten 
today but ‘there is no doubt that the identification on this sighting is correct’. 
Thirty Hector’s dolphins were sighted 65 nm west of Manukau Heads from a 







Figure 4.18: Unusual sighting of 30 Hector’s dolphins from a naval survey vessel 65nm offshore, reported 
by Cawthorn (1988). (Adapted from Google Maps). 
 
Cawthorn (1988) added stranding data from Dargaville, Northland; Raglan 
(Ruapuka Beach); Manukau Harbour; New Brighton and Avon River Estuary, 
Christchurch; Brighton Beach, Otago; and Wakapatu, Western Southland.  
Known bycatch from both trawl and set net fisheries had occurred at Waiheke 
Island, New Plymouth, Kaikōura, Banks Peninsula - Pegasus Bay and Golden Bay 
- Tasman Bay. Reported catches for 1983-4 included five off New Brighton, all 
females. C. hectori taken incidentally in gillnets set off Banks Peninsula in March 
were recovered with yellow-eyed mullet clamped in their jaws (G. Tunnicliffe, 
pers. comm. in Cawhorn 1988). 
Figure 4.19 shows combined sighting, stranding and bycatch locations from 






Figure 4.19: Map showing locations of sightings, strandings, bycatch and rig set net fisheries. (From 
Cawthorn, 1988, p.307). 
 
There were extensive set net fisheries for Rig on the East Coast South Island, off 
Greymouth, Golden Bay, Tasman Bay, Whanganui and Taranaki. In 1984, the 
only reported catches were from New Brighton, all five were females, as seen 












Cawthorn (1988) estimated there to be 100 Hector’s dolphins caught off 
Timaru/South Canterbury every year going unreported and six going 
unreported in the Banks Peninsula – Pegasus fishery, but he was soon educated 
by a government scientist: 
The MAF biologist responsible for the Rig fishery believes that the 
unreported catch of Hector’s dolphin in the Canterbury and Pegasus 
fisheries is probably 100 plus per year and expects proportionally high 
catches in all other inshore set-net fisheries for Rig.   
 (Malcolm.P.Francis, pers. comm. cited in Cawthorn, 1988) 
 
From Dawson’s interviews with fishermen, conducted in 1984 -85:  
Many reported catching dolphins in gillnets, and it became clear that 
many more dolphins were caught than was previously believed.  
      (Dawson, 1990, p.96) 
 
To Cawthorn, this had particularly serious implications as Hector’s dolphin 
sightings begin to peak in late summer, at the height of the set net fishery. He 
believed that up to 200 Hector’s/Māui were taken in coastal set nets in NZ 
annually, yet this sounds conservative compared to the MAF biologist. Also this 
is just for Rig.  
 
Throughout the early 1980s, the Rig set net fishery peaked in Kaikōura, a few 
years later in Whanganui, then Greymouth, with average net lengths ranging 
from 1.2 - 1.5 km. There were other set net fisheries for other target species not 
incorporated into these bycatch estimates, neither was trawling. From the 
available fisheries data, Cawthorn (1988) showed set net lengths and peak years 









Rig were declining in most areas and there were signs of overexploitation. Yet 
Rig had a high market value, with a low capital investment to enter the business. 
It benefited the fishermen still fishing to increase set net lengths, working the 
longer nets as other fishermen dropped out. So even though they weren’t 
catching as much fish, fishing effort remained high, despite declining stocks.  
Nets were set close inshore, often in the surf zone. They would have 
systematically been catching dolphins on a regular basis. Although dolphins 
were being caught in these nets, ‘fishermen show natural reluctance to report 
catches, fearing constraints would be placed on their operations’ (p. 311, 
Cawthorn, 1988). Based on sightings of the time, Cawthorn (1988) produced a 
map with approximate numbers of dolphins sighted (Figure 4.20).  
From Cawthorn’s estimates, Taranaki had the biggest hapū around the North 
Island, followed by the Hauraki Gulf area. Dolphins across the top of the South 
were abundant in comparison to today’s numbers, with 250-300 seen around 
Golden and Tasman Bays, and 100 in the Sounds.  
None of these sightings were from dedicated surveys, they were opportunistic. 
Because of the ‘incidental nature of observations, the animal's small size, cryptic 
behaviour’ (Cawthorn, 1988, p. 312) and preference for murky inshore waters, 
Cawthorn thought that there were about 70-80% more Hector’s dolphins than 




population size’ (p. 312). From this reasoning, he estimated an abundance of 




Figure 4.20: Speculative distribution and approximate numbers of dolphins seen based on sightings from 
the 1980s. (From Cawthorn, 1988, p. 313). 
 
By the mid-1980s, Hector’s dolphins were thought to be most abundant around 
the South Island from Banks Peninsula to Marlborough, around the top of the 
South, and from Hokitika to Taranaki. There were no known alongshore 
seasonal movements. They usually swam in small schools of two to ten. Larger 
schools were the exception. This was according to Smith (1985), however the 





First survey by Dawson and Slooten  
In 1984, Stephen Dawson and Elisabeth Slooten began researching C. hectori, in 
what led to decades of peer-reviewed scientific literature on the species. 
Dawson and Slooten spent a year conducting a boat survey, with coastal strip 
transects around the South Island and the West Coast North Island, as seen in 
see Figure 4.21. They conducted the survey to estimate distribution and 
abundance, in order to more accurately estimate total population size. 
 
 
Figure 4:21: Areas covered (broken lines) by Dawson and Slooten’s boat survey on Hector’s dolphins in 





The most abundant hapū were found off the West Coast South Island and Banks 
Peninsula. Slooten and Dawson (1988) also saw C. hectori swimming up the 
Buller and Grey rivers. This first estimate of around 3,000 - 4,000 is a minimum 
population estimate (Dawson & Slooten, 1988), given the small offshore extent 
of the survey. By 1984, C. hectori were no longer common around the top of the 
South Island. 740 Hector's dolphins were present in the Pegasus Bay and 
Canterbury Bight area at the time of the survey (Dawson, 1990). 
Māui dolphins were mostly distributed between Kawhia and Raglan. There 
were no dolphins seen around Whanganui or Taranaki. It’s very possible that 
some dolphins were missed due to the small area surveyed and being in winter, 
so Māui dolphin numbers were probably higher than Dawson and Slooten’s 
(1988) estimate of 134 individuals.  
Based on maritime observer data, Cawthorn (1988) estimated there to be 500 
around the North Island, the majority seen between Manukau and Whanganui. 
Meanwhile in North Taranaki, locals were regularly seeing two pods of C. 
hectori, that lived in the waters out from Mokau to Awakino (Russell, 1999). 
Pods were sighted there for the next 15 to 20 years. 
From their survey around the South Island and part of the North Island, Hector’s 
were found off both sandy and rocky shores, and were seen in a wide range of 
water clarity. They were often seen surfing at beaches, repeatedly riding waves 
into water as shallow as half a metre, and were occasionally seen swimming a 
short distance up rivers. 
In 1986, the Quota Management System (QMS) was introduced, and fishing was 
more regulated with reduced set netting effort around New Zealand. Yet the 
effort remained high as Figure 4.22, from Martien et al. 1999 shows. The 
corresponding fishing areas indicate high levels of fishing effort still occurring 
around the North Island, top of the South, Kaikōura; as well as Greymouth and 






Figure 4.22: Level of commercial set net fishing effort in each of the 16 statistical fisheries management areas. 
The bars represent the mean reported effort both before (white) and after (black) the introduction of the QMS 
in 1986. (Includes data to 1992). (From Martien et al. 1999, p. 186). 
 
The Department of Conservation (DOC) was created in 1987. A year later, the 
NZ government created the first Marine Protected Area (MPA) for marine 
mammals, the Banks Peninsula Marine Mammal Sanctuary which reduced but 
did not solve the bycatch problem (Dawson & Slooten, 2005). 
In 1998, Cawthorn, Baker, Dawson and Slooten all contributed to the 1998 
International Whaling Commission Special Issue on Cephalorhynchus. Dawson 
and Slooten contributed several papers to the special issue. Since the survey, 
they had dissected 33 Hector’s dolphins. Only seven of these were sexually 
mature adults, the other 26 were juveniles. The majority had been caught in 
nets.  
Juveniles dying in nets 
Pod sizes were usually of two to eight dolphins. Most small groups were a 
mixture of male and female, juvenile and adult. Occasionally nursery groups 
were seen in summer, consisting of several mother-calf pairs (Dawson & 
Slooten, 1988). Insight into the dolphin’s diet came from the autopsies. 
Juveniles begin catching their own prey (small fish and squid) at around six 
months of age. Calves were found with milk and very small squid beaks. 
Juveniles ate fish about 3cm long (Slooten & Dawson, 1988). 
Whereas not much seasonal movement had been commented on before, 




bays and harbours from early November to late April. They also talked to 
fishermen. From over 100 interviews, most fishermen around the South Island 
were familiar with the species, seeing it regularly, usually within two nautical 
miles (nmi) from shore. Only 6% had seen them past 5nm. 13% of North Island 
West Coast fishermen saw the species regularly, between Raglan and Kawhia. 
Hector’s/Māui were becoming uncommon around the top of the South Island.  
The eldest of the local fishermen (Tony Dobby) shared some insights: 
Occasionally from trawlers, he had seen them jump very high about half a mile 
in front of the boat, which implied they did this to see where the boats were. 
He had only seen Hector’s further offshore when the water was dirty offshore, 
and believed they went in harbours and bays more when the water was clearer 
offshore (Dawson, pers. comm. 25 March 2019).  
The murky water preference for C. hectori is associated with presence of food 
availability, and foraging success (Bräger et al. 2003), similar to river dolphins 
like the Amazon, Inia geoffrensis.  
Many of the fishermen interviewed were catching ten to 20 Hector’s dolphins 
each year. One fisherman, on the northern side of Banks Peninsula caught 
44 dolphins in set nets for rig and elephant fish during the 1985/1986 summer 
season. Nine Hector’s dolphins were killed by recreational set nets in 
Akaroa Harbour during the 1986/87 summer season.  
Slooten and Dawson (1988) estimated 50 to 90 Hector’s dolphins were being 
caught by commercial set nets each year in the Banks Peninsula area, 
concluding: ‘Incidental catch constitutes a serious threat to the continued 
survival of this species, certainly in the areas of intensive set netting.’ (p. 336). 
Dawson (1988) gifted us with a glimpse of the dolphins’ acoustic world: Hector’s 
dolphins make series of high frequency pulses (120kHz) in trains, extremely 
variable in length. Repetition rates vary from 2 to over 600 pulses per second, 
one of the highest rates for any cetacean, resulting in a tonal cry. 




and believed to be used more for coastal navigation. Hector’s dolphins are 
tuned for finer detail and food finding. They probably know their small areas 
where they range in great detail. As has been suggested in other similar species 
that make high frequency sounds, pulses are well suited to finding targets on 
the sea floor amongst clutter. This suggests set nets may be disregarded as 
clutter in the search for food. 
Slooten studied population biology, social organisation and behaviour of 
Hector's dolphin, while Dawson focussed on the bycatch, sounds and acoustic 
behaviour. Dead Hector’s dolphins were often washed ashore; including those 
that were drowned in nets and discarded at sea; and ones that had died of 
natural causes; they examined 60 dead Hector’s dolphins during their PhD 
studies and 125 in total.  
Slooten’s PhD 
Slooten (1990), examined teeth to estimate age, and examined ovaries and uteri 
(Fig. 4.23) of many Hector’s/Māui dolphins to learn about age at first 
reproduction and maximum age. Estimates of calving interval came from 
photographic identification research. All females five years old and younger 
were immature, while those seven years and older had ovulated and been 
pregnant at least once. Female Hector's dolphins give birth to their first calf 
between ages seven and nine, beginning ovulation at six years at the earliest. 
Three females – seven, nine and ten years old – had just had their first ovulation, 
which in each case had been a single ovulation and had resulted in pregnancy. 
The females that were pregnant were not lactating, nor were the lactating 
females pregnant. Photo-ID studies indicated a calving interval of two to three 
years (Slooten, 1990). Males mature between the ages of six and nine.  
Slooten established that C. hectori can live for at least 20 years, similar to that 
of other small cetaceans. Later Photo-ID research showed that 1- 2% of the 






Figure 4.23: External appearance of the reproductive tract of immature females, (a, b) and mature females 
(c, d), showing the ovaries at each end of the uterus. Stretch marks can be seen on the uteri of the mature 
females (scale bars=20mm). From Slooten, 1990, Figure 1). 
 
Slooten (1990) also found that males are smaller than females and have 
proportionately very large testes. From her field observations, Slooten 
concluded C. hectori have a ‘promiscuous mating system with frequent 
copulations and relatively little aggression between males’. Obvious aggression 
was rarely observed. This contrasts with male Bottlenose dolphins, which have 
relatively small testes and compete relatively aggressively for access to females. 
A similar range of testis size and behaviour is observed among baleen whales. 
Humpback whales have relatively small testes and fight over access to females. 
Right whales have very large testes and a mating system with each male having 
many female partners and each female having many male partners. 
Hector’s dolphins are sometimes seen to ‘pounce’ on each other. The 
forcefulness of this behaviour suggests aggression, but ‘the fact that the 
'pouncer' hits the other individual with the belly suggests a more sexual 
behaviour or a dominance/sexual connotation’ (Slooten, 1990, p. 89).  
Slooten observed smaller groups of dolphins coming together and fusing into 
large groups, and the rates of sexual behaviour went up (i.e. Fig. 4.24). Slooten 




behaviour’ (p. 90). This could mean that when groups are further apart, there’s 
lower pregnancy rates in low density areas.  
 
 
Figure 4.24: One of the many sexual behaviours seen in C. hectori. Sexual signalling and activity is highest 
when large groups meet up. (Image: Rob Pine). 
 
Slooten noticed that individuals had loose associations with many other 
dolphins, rather than just a few close relationships, even though they lived in 
smallish areas of water. ‘Small groups of regularly recurring associates appear 
to travel through their range frequently joining other groups for periods of 
minutes or hours’ said Slooten (1990, p. 77). These charismatic dolphins are 
peaceful pouncers with a tendency for group sex. 
From the field data, Slooten realised that individuals are resident in small 
geographical areas, ‘forming relatively closed populations’ (p. 96). Slooten and 
Dawson hadn’t observed any of the dolphins from the north side of Banks 
Peninsula venturing to the south side and vice versa. There appeared to be very 
little mingling between the two hapū, and even within these areas, individuals 
had different preferential areas. The realisation of site fidelity and the 
implications of this on declining groups of dolphins is fast becoming one of the 




Because of the foundational work on reproduction, we learnt that the late onset 
of puberty, long intervals between calf maturity and short lifespans of C. hectori 
mean they have a very low reproductive rate indeed. Hector’s/Māui dolphin 
populations can only grow very slowly, at a rate of increase of 2% per year, in 
the absence of human impacts (Slooten & Lad, 1991). Even with a most 
optimistic population growth rate of 5%, the population off Banks Peninsula 
would be declining due to bycatch. The Pegasus Bay, Banks Peninsula and 
Canterbury Bight hapū where field work was focussed, were in decline from 
fisheries bycatch. 
Dawson’s PhD 
Dawson’s (1990) thesis research encompassed Pegasus Bay, Banks Peninsula 
and the Canterbury Bight. His work revealed that many more dolphins were 
being caught as bycatch than was previously believed. 
Dawson had over 100 interviews with fishermen during 1984 to 1988. From 
their accounts of bycatch, he estimated how many dolphins were being caught 
off Pegasus Bay to Canterbury Bight. Meanwhile, Dawson was also conducting 
boat surveys with Slooten around Akaroa Harbour where they counted dolphins 
and recreational set nets. At that time, there were more than 
2000 recreational fishers that occasionally set nets in the general Pegasus Bay, 
Canterbury Bight area.  
At least 230 Hector’s dolphins were caught in commercial and recreational set 
nets as known cause of death from 1984-88. This was in the Pegasus Bay, Banks 
Peninsula and Canterbury Bight areas alone (see Table 4.7).  
Bycatch peaked in the 1970s. But between 1984-88 the highest year was the 
second season. This is because a quota management system was introduced in 
1986. The fishermen knew that they would be given a quota according to their 
catch record. So they ‘fished like hell’ in the season before. This was called 






Table 4.7:  Bycatch in commercial set nets in Pegasus Bay and Canterbury Bight reported by fishermen to 
Dawson (1990, p. 102). 
 
 
Bearing in mind that the set net fishery began peaking 15 years earlier, when 
there were even more nets being set, the number of dolphins potentially being 
killed in nets and removed from the population would have been much, much 
higher. During the peak year of the set net fishery in 1977, there were probably 
more than 300 Hector’s dolphins being removed from the Pegasus Bay, Banks 
Peninsula, Canterbury Bight hapū/ alone. And in the years prior, when fishing 
effort was much higher, there would have been higher levels of bycatch again.  
 
Deadly nets 
Most set nets were left out for the entire summer fishing season. Nets were 
usually emptied once every 24-48 hours and reset as soon as emptied. Nets 
were not returned to port unless there was very bad weather forecast, and the 
fisher thought they would lose the net. Dawson’s comments explain how set 
nets are so deadly: 
In 1987/88 five vessels were regularly set netting in the Pegasus 
Bay/Canterbury Bight area. Only one of these 5 fishers used set 
nets year-round, all others used some other method for part of the 
year. Only in November and December did all 5 fishers use set nets. 
The total amount of net set (all fishers combined) increased from 
5,350m in October to 14,500m in November, and remained fairly 
constant until February when it dropped to 7,350m. Only 2-3 of 
these fishers set nets over winter when the total amount of net set is 
usually 4,000-6,000 m. The amount of net set varied widely among 
fishers (350-6,000 m). 
All fishers reported that entangled dolphins rarely do significant 
damage to nets. Dolphins were caught while fishers were targeting for 
Rig, Elephant fish, School shark and Dogfish (16 dolphins) and Kahawai 
(2 dolphins). Fish caught in the same nets as the dolphins were 
predominantly Rig, Elephant fish, Dogfish, School shark, 




Seven commercial fishers reported catching dolphins in their gillnets 
between 1984-88. Only one commercial gillnetter reported catching 
no dolphins over this period. Two commercial gillnetters commented 
that over some periods (e.g. the length of the time they were fishing 
inshore for Rig and Elephant fish, (about 12-15 weeks) they typically 
caught one or more dolphins per week. Three fishers commented that 
to catch 2 in the same net was not unusual. 
In December 1985 one fisher reported that he had caught an average 
of 1 dolphin per day for the previous two weeks while gillnetting for 
Rig and School shark. In September 1985 one fisher reported that he 
had caught 5-6 dolphins in one net set off Le Bons Bay, one of the 
eastern bays of Banks Peninsula. The maximum number of dolphins 
caught by a commercial fisher in any one year was 44, caught during 
the 1985/86 season. This was an exceptionally high catch, all other 
fishers caught less than 20 dolphins per year.    
      (p. 102, Dawson, 1990) 
 
43 out of the 60 (>70%) dead Hector’s dolphins autopsied were caught in 
commercial set nets. Four were killed by trawlers, one was caught in a craypot 
line, the cause of death for the rest was unknown. So, during the 1980s, at Banks 
Peninsula, nearly 80% of all Hector’s dolphins’ death were caused by the 
commercial fishing industry. This entanglement rate would have been even 
higher as not all dolphins caught in nets have net marks (Kuiken, 1996; Bernaldo 
De Quirós et al. 2018). Most bycatch occurs during summer, as seen in Figure 
4.25.  
 




Entanglements by recreational fishers occurred during December to February 
inclusive, the time at which most New Zealanders take their summer holidays. 
Dawson explained the intense overlap between dolphins, nets, and New 
Zealand summers: 
The inshore movement of dolphins coincides in time and space with 
commercial inshore gillnetting effort, particularly that for Rig and 
Elephant fish, which are typically fished in shallow, close inshore 
waters, sometimes just beyond the surf zone. This is precisely the zone 
in which Hector's dolphin are most common. Gillnetting effort for Rig 
and Elephant fish reaches its peak at the time when Hector's dolphins 
are calving, and calves are often caught in fisher's nets. The summer 
inshore movement· of dolphins also coincides with the holiday season 
and its associated amateur gillnetting.     
     (p.108-109, Dawson, 1990) 
Set nets can be set on the sea floor or in the water column. Unlike the diagram 
in Figure 4.26, they can be many kilometres long. They used to be set commonly 
from the surf zone out to sea.  
 
 
Figure 4.26: Features of a bottom set net. (From DOC & MPI, 2007, p. 23). 
  
Dawson also showed how susceptible young dolphins are, especially two-year 






Figure 4.27: Age frequency of Hector’s dolphins caught in set nets (n=43, from Dawson, 1990, p. 106). 
  
Dawson explains why two-year olds are especially at risk: 
Field observations show that Hector's dolphin calves typically stay in 
close contact with their mothers for the first two years of life. From the 
third year they are much more independent and are sometimes seen 
in groups of subadults with no adults present. While with their 
mothers, young dolphins are with an experienced adult, who is likely 
to be more aware of the environmental dangers.  
It is improbable that calves are born with a fully functioning sonar 
system, and sonar ability is likely to be at least partly learned. Older 
individuals are not only more experienced with respect to 
environmental dangers, but are likely to make fewer mistakes with 
their sonar systems.     (p.109, Dawson, 1990) 
 
By the late 1980s, bycatch had declined, but so had the dolphins. The decline in 
bycatch was linked to the introduction of the QMS: 
Commercial entanglements reached their peak in the 1985/86 season and have 
declined since. The primary reason for this decline appears to be the 
introduction of the Quota Management System in October 1986. The total 
allowable catches for rig, elephant fish and school shark were reduced by 82.5%, 
65%, and 65% respectively from the catches of the previous year. This resulted 




(MAF, unpub. data). Only one fisher specialized in catching kahawai. Dogfish 
and ling are predominantly caught in gillnets set further offshore than are rig 
and elephant fish, so fishers have tended to fish further offshore. This apparent 
shift in the distribution of fishing effort is believed to be the major reason for 
the reduced bycatch of Hector's dolphin in the 1987/88 season. (p. 107, 
Dawson, 1990). 
The decline must have also been linked to less availability of dolphins to be 
caught. These realisations prompted the establishment of a small Marine 
Mammal Sanctuary in Banks Peninsula in December 1988. 
 
While most of the science was being carried out around Banks Peninsula, there 
were still Hector’s/ Māui being sighted around the North Island. On the West 
Coast dolphins were being sighted from Dargaville to North Taranaki. There 
were fewer sightings on the East Coast North Island compared to the West, and 
less compared to previous years. All sightings were between East Cape and Cape 
Kidnappers (Russell, 1999). 
Most strandings were between North Taranaki and Manukau. Dolphins 
stranded further north in Northland, and south near Opunake (between South 
Taranaki and Whanganui). There was also a stranding in the Hauraki Gulf 





Figure 4.28: Left: 1980s Sightings data and right: stranding data around the North Island in the 1980s. 
(From Russell, 1999, p. 26, 45). 
 
During the 1980s, dolphins were most abundant from Canterbury Bight north 
to Cook Strait and off the West Coast South Island. Reports of them being 
widespread around the North Island were transitioning to ‘rare’. There were still 
large pods being seen off Greymouth, Cloudy Bay, Banks Peninsula and Te 
Waewae Bay. Single sightings were still unusual during the 1980s. 
Hector’s and Māui were still being seen in New Plymouth, Whitianga and 
Whanganui – places where they are very rare at present. There is no doubt there 
were established hapū there. The last place they were common was from 
Taranaki to Cook Strait. Dolphins in these areas declined very quickly. By the 
mid-1980s, C. hectori was no longer common around the top of the South Island. 
At this time, the descriptions of C. hectori being up rivers changed from ‘often’ 
and ’far upstream’ to occasionally’ and ‘a short distance’. This indicates that 
Hector’s were not using rivers as much or going as far up them. 
A lone Hector’s dolphin was sighted by a commercial fisherman around Cape 






Figure 4.29: Newspaper clipping of Hector’s dolphin seen around Hawke’s Bay (from Hawke’s Bay Herald, 
23 September 1989). 
 
Dawson and Slooten’s findings showed that hapū do not necessarily mix, even 
though they might be adjacent to each other, a pattern further reinforced in 
Rayment et al. 2009; Rodda, 2016; Turek et al. 2013; and Weir & Sagnol, 2015). 
This shows how important it is that small groups can meet up with all the other 
small groups in the area and mate – essential for pregnancies and genetic 
health. The rate of reproduction for the species may have been reduced as a 
result of fragmented populations.  
Slooten and Dawson highlighted how bycatch in commercial fisheries was much 
more serious than previously believed. From Dawson’s interviews with 
fishermen we know many Hector’s and Māui were being caught during this 
time, mostly unreported.  
Set net fisheries peaked between 1970 and 1985, and began peaking earlier in 
some places like Taranaki and Whanganui. During this period, many thousands 




from Golden Bay, Tasman Bay, Whanganui, Taranaki, Greymouth and East Coast  
South Island.  
This is also reflected in Brabyn’s (1990) separate analysis of the national 
stranding record. Brabyn confirmed that the stranding records (1840 – 1989) for 
C. hectori matched very well with known dolphin distribution (Brabyn, 1990) as 
seen in Figure 4.30.  
 
 
Figure 4.30: The distribution and seasonality of strandings for Hector’s dolphin (From Brabyn, 1990, Fig. 5). 






A large proportion of strandings were from 1978 onwards, when the 
government attempted to have all bycatch reported.  
You can see from the data there are lots of dolphins living and dying off 
Canterbury and Taranaki. Dolphins are also dying around Whanganui, 
Wellington, top of the South, West Coast South Island and Southland, note the 
stranding at Stewart Island. These are all single strandings. Brabyn (1990) put 
the fact that Hector’s never mass strand down to their familiarity with the coast 
and the currents. There was only one live stranding on record at this stage. 
Hector's dolphins were washing up dead in Golden Bay, Tasman Bay and Cloudy 
Bay.  These stranding hotspots were certainly also areas of high set net fishing 
effort (Brabyn, 1990). Brabyn noticed that Nelson and Golden Bay had high 
concentrations of mass strandings and single strandings which indicated high 
levels of semi-resident dolphins of multiple species- Hector's, Dusky and 
Common dolphins. ‘Many strandings of the three smaller species of dolphin may 
be a result of incidental catch from set nets’ (p. 24, Brabyn, 1990). During the 
1980s there were large numbers of Hector’s, Dusky and Common dolphins living 







During the 1990s, there was a proliferation of more research on C. hectori in 
more areas around New Zealand. DOC was still a young organisation during this 
decade. Work was done on pollutants in the blubber of C. hectori. Because 
Hector’s dolphins are one of the top predators in their inshore ecosystem, they 
bioaccumulate all the toxins from the food they eat, storing it in their fat.  
 
Chemical pollutants enter the environment through stormwater drains and 
from water tables that flush out via the rivers along our coasts. Hector’s 
dolphins were found to have significant levels of DDT, PCBs and dioxins, 
compounds known to interfere with reproduction in other mammals (Slooten 
& Lad, 1991). The health of rivers may well have affected the health of Hector’s/ 
Māui dolphins.  
 
Endangered species 
In 1991, New Zealand Post released a series of Hector’s Dolphin Health Stamps 
(Figure 4.31) to raise awareness of the endangered species. The background 









According to the information reported by NZ Post, in the early 1990s, C. hectori 
were mostly found around the South Island but still ranged north as far as 
Kaipara Harbour. Like other dolphin species, they escorted boats and followed 
inshore fishing boats (New Zealand Post, 1991). The NZ Yearbook had a new 
sentence for 1992: ‘There are nationwide campaigns to save penguins, dolphins, 
kiwi…. all receiving media attention.’  
New Zealand Post brought out another endangered series of stamps in 1993 





Figure 4.32: Conservation inspired stamp series from NZ Post, supporting WWF, (from: 
https://stamps.nzpost.co.nz/new-zealand/1993/conservation).   
 
From 1991 to 1993, Hawke (1994) observed Hector’s dolphins from Godley 
Head, the entrance to Lyttelton Harbour. He noticed an association between 
dolphins and Spotted Shags (Phalacrocorax punctatus) and/ or Black-
backed Gulls (Larus domincanus). Associations with White-fronted Terns 
(Sterna striata) had been observed in other areas (Slooten & Dawson, 1988; and 




Hawke also noticed that Hector's dolphins were commonly seen from 
December to March and were often around trawlers. They were 
almost always within the hauling zone of a working trawler, where they showed 
a range of behaviours consistent with feeding. Trawlers were active throughout 
the year, and targeted flatfish, Red cod, and Red gurnard. 
By 1993, there were individuals that have been sighted in the same locations 
for nine years. Dawson & Slooten (1993), suggested the species may have 
comprised of several subpopulations resident in particular areas. 
From 1995 to 2000, the NZ Yearbook was still calling Hector’s dolphins 
‘porpoises’ with ‘various species of seals, dolphins, porpoises.’ Both 
government fisheries and conservation departments were well aware of the 
impacts commercial set netting continued to have:  
The period of impact on Hector’s dolphin is well defined as set net 
fisheries in New Zealand began in the late 1920s and became intensive 
with the development of monofilament nylon nets and fisheries 
deregulation in the early 1970s.    (Dept. of Conservation & 
Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, 1994) 
 
Hector’s dolphins were still being seen regularly around much of the South 
Island. But throughout much of Southland and Otago, and across the top of the 
South there were only isolated groups. The distribution had shrunk around most 
of the North Island except from Kawhia to Kaipara. 
There were still sightings occurring off the East Coast North Island although 
these seem to have been fewer than in previous decades. Another lone dolphin 
off Hawke’s Bay was seen several times in November and December 1995 by 
locals, surfers and DOC staff as seen in Figure 4.33. This lone dolphin not only 








Figure 4.33: Top: Photo of lone Hector’s dolphin taken in 1995 by DOC worker, Clinton Duffy.  
Bottom: Newspaper clipping of lone Hector’s dolphin seen off Te Awanga, Southern Hawke’s Bay in 1995. 
(Hawke’s Bay Herald Tribune, 2/12/95). 
 
During that same November a small pod of Hector’s were sighted just a small 
distance south at Bare Island/ Motu o Kura. Two years later, Hector’s dolphins 
were sighted again a short distance further south at Te Angiangi Marine 
Reserve, Blackhead, on New Year’s Eve by Ongaonga (branch now closed) DOC 
staff (Freeman, 2003). C. hectori that were local to the lower part of the East 
Coast North Island, may once have been distinct hapū, were now shrinking in 
distribution and numbers. 
In 1996, the IUCN changed the status of Hector’s dolphins from ‘Indeterminate’ 
to ‘Vulnerable’ (Reeves et al. 2013); and the 1997 NZ Yearbook listed Hector’s 




Hector’s dolphins were still the most abundant cetacean in Queen Charlotte 
Sound during the 1990s. Dolphin tourism operators were encountering Hector’s 
dolphins the most by far, compared to other dolphin species (Slooten et al. 
2001). Distinct individual dolphins were observed moving around from bay to 
bay on a regular basis. Hector’s were commonly seen in the inner and mid 
Queen Charlotte Sound areas and in East Bay. 
For his PhD, Stefan Bräger (1998) studied communities of Hector’s dolphins 
along the East and West coasts, South Island. Populations ranged from a few 
dozen individuals to a few thousand. He also estimated the average range of 
alongshore movement for Hector’s dolphins at 31 km of coastline (Bräger et al. 
2002). 
During the 1990s, there were still a lot of Hector’s dolphins being caught in set 
nets off Moeraki, Westport-Greymouth and Banks Peninsula. Bräger (1998) was 
very concerned about the Moeraki Hector’s. The hapū ‘is almost certainly 
declining, and possibly in danger of extinction, especially when considering the 
apparently high calf mortality and the small population size’ (p. 138). Bräger has 
some great observations: ‘the majority of bow-riding individuals proved to be 
immature or subadult’ (Bräger, 1998, p. iii).  
Bräger (1998) said food availability was a driving force of the higher number of 
dolphins inshore in summer. This was later confirmed by Elanor Miller and 
colleagues (Miller et al. 2013). Hector's dolphins are capable of taking 
advantage of short-term food resources like migrating fish when they become 
available. This could explain their habit of chasing whitebait and other small 
schooling fish up tidal rivers and estuaries. 
(Bräger, 1998) observed that mating happened a lot over summer, the time 
when dolphin densities are high inshore. Over time, especially with dolphins in 
decline, some populations and pods were becoming increasingly isolated, e.g. 




DOC began commissioning annual reports of the autopsy reports done on 
beached and bycaught Hector’s dolphins. Duignan et al (2003) published data 
from 1997/98. During this fishing season, there were 12 known dead Hector’s. 
Most if not all were the result of bycatch. Three were caught by trawling (one-
South Kaikōura, two - Rangitata). Three were caught in set nets. Two were 
caught in the same net in Gore Bay, both males, one and three years old. One 
was caught off Sumner Head. Five washed up on the beach around Pegasus Bay.  
Three of these had no net marks, but they had drowned. All had eaten shortly 
before death, another sign they died suddenly while foraging. All were 
immature except one seven-year-old male. The West 
Coast Conservancy cetacean file contained 74 stranding records between 1984 
and 1996, most of Hector’s dolphins which had been caught in set nets (Bräger 
& Schneider (1998). 
Bräger & Schneider (1998) carried out fieldwork in Westport, Greymouth and 
Jackson Bay from 1995-97, providing more information about populations along 
the West Coast South Island. They observed small to medium pods of C. hectori 
in almost all areas in both winter and summer. Groups ranged in size from 1-60. 
The highest densities were between Westport and Hokitika.  
Summer densities were nearly three times higher than winter densities (Bräger 
& Schneider, 1998). Hector’s concentrated near river mouths and prominent 
headlands, including: Ngakawau, Buller, Grey, Arahura, Haast, Arawata, and 
Cape Foulwind, Dolomite Point/ Punakaiki, Point Elizabeth / north of 
Greymouth, Tauperikaka Point, (SW of Arnott Point, north of Haast).  
Dusky and Common dolphins were not around much in winter, but in summer 
they were seen in groups of two to 150, often with calves, especially off 
Westport and Jackson’s Bay. Bottlenose dolphins and Orca (Orcinus orca) were 







Kirsty Russell (1999) analysed known sighting and stranding records from 1968-
1999, for Māui dolphins around the North Island, and also conducted boat 
surveys. Reports were only used if there was sufficient information and weren’t 
duplicate sightings. Most sightings (63%) were from the 1990s. South Taranaki 
Bight and East Cape are remote, which could influence lack of sightings and 
strandings there. Most strandings were from 1972 – 1982, coinciding with 
intensive set netting years. And as is the pattern in other areas, stranding rates 
double from December to February.  
During the 1990s, C. hectori were still being sighted around Hawkes Bay, 
Wellington and Kapiti. Māui dolphins were being seen in both Manukau and 
Kaipara harbours. Most strandings were between Muriwai and Kariotahi (just 
north of Port Waikato). Strandings also occurred at Kawhia and Dargaville 




Figure 4.34: Left: 1990s Sightings data and Right: Stranding data around the North Island in the 1990s. 





Although not included in Russell’s 1999 dataset, more dolphin sightings from 
the East Coast North Island were added by Freeman. Around 20 Hector’s 
dolphins were sighted off Gisborne, November 1998 (Freeman, 2003). 
Public awareness increased in the 1990s, and so did sighting reports, but only 
around the South Island. Sightings decreased in all North Island areas except 
from North Taranaki northwards. The fact that sightings around the North Island 
failed to increase, was probably ‘because the population had decreased so 
much, there are fewer animals left to strand’ (Russell, 1999).  
From field work Russell estimated there to be 33 to 100 Māui dolphins left, 
mostly between Kaipara and Kawhia. Compared to previous data of the 1970s 
and 1980s, there was a shift in sighting and stranding data, with the distribution 
continuing to shrink. The only area with reasonable numbers of Māui dolphins 
was now from the Manukau Harbour to Port Waikato.  
Russell noticed Māui dolphins had smaller pod sizes, compared to the South 
Island. Seeing solitary C. hectori around the North Island was common, yet 
unusual in the South. ‘Six of the last seven deaths have been pregnant or 
lactating females indicating a high loss of breeders and associated loss of calves’ 
(p. 108, Russell, 1999).  These are further indications the Māui dolphin hapū 
were much more depleted by the late 1990s. 
Distribution was also shrinking in Taranaki. The two pods that were regularly 
sighted in the 1980s, were now reduced to one group. The southern pod was 
last seen in December 1997.  
Locals along the coast of these areas and New Plymouth noticed the dolphins 
disappeared as commercial fishing boats moved closer inshore in the North 
Taranaki Bight in the 1990s (Russell, 1999). This was reflected in stranding data, 






According to Russell (1999), by the late 1990s, there were at least four distinct 
hapū of C. hectori around the North Island at: 
• Kaipara- Manukau 
• Raglan – Kawhia 
• Mokau- Awakaino (North Taranaki) 
• East Coast 
Isolated pods were still present at Cape Kidnappers and Palliser Bay in the 1990s. 
This aligns well with Duffy and William’s (2001) description of C. hectori’s range. 
They report dolphins from Hawke’s Bay down to Palliser Bay, and Whanganui 
River north to southern Ninety Mile Beach. They were most abundant between 
New Plymouth and Kaipara.  
Set netting occurred around most of North Island, where there was more effort 
and intensity along the northeast and east coasts. Russell (1999) stated the set 
nets would have removed a lot of the fish stocks as well as killing dolphins. This 
was probably also the case in other areas of high intensity set netting, i.e. 
Canterbury, Whanganui, and top of the South Island. It is a fishing method 
characterised by high waste of fish and dolphin bycatch. 
It became clearer, that the entire North Island population was reducing to small 
numbers -evident from the stranding rate and field counts. From the late 1990s, 
conservation of Māui dolphins became a matter of urgency (Russell, 1999). 
In February 1999, a lone dolphin was again spotted off Cape Kidnappers. Later 
that year a pod of three were seen by commercial crayfishers in southern 
Wairarapa (Freeman, 2003). A few months later DOC carried out a preliminary 
aerial survey of the West Coast North Island and didn’t see a single dolphin 
(Duffy & Williams, 2001). 
Baker (1999) used the same distribution information for C. hectori as his prior 
1983 edition, with little indication of further decline. C. hectori was most 
abundant between Cook Strait and Foveaux. The dolphins were rare north of 




estuaries around the South Island, and often seen in the Marlborough Sounds, 
Kaikōura and Banks Peninsula.  
Martien et al. (1999) raised more alarm bells, especially for the rapidly declining 
Māui dolphin population. They were no longer connected to Hector’s dolphins 
in the South. Martien et al. (1999) saw the need to consider C. hectori in smaller 
management areas. They estimated hapū sizes within the 16 statistical fishing 
units, based on the 1985 survey data from Dawson and Slooten (1988).  
Burkhart and Slooten (2003) further analysed these hapū estimates with 
population modelling, classing them as either in decline, indefinite, or 
increasing. Figure 4.35 shows a rendition of the hapū estimates in 1985 where 
estimates in red indicate the populations at greatest risk of extinction and 
decline; orange indicates populations that will decline over 100-year 
projections. Interestingly Manukau and Tasman populations still had a pulse, 
and could increase along with Buller, Catlins and Te Waewae. Banks Peninsula 
is the only hapū area set to increase, largely due to the protection of the Marine 





Figure 4.35: Adapted from page 554 Burkhart & Slooten 03, with estimates from 1985 population surveys 
(Dawson & Slooten, 88).  
 
Taranaki 
Duffy & Williams (2001) from Hamilton (Waikato) and Whanganui DOC 
Conservancies looked deeper into available data from Taranaki. They examined 
sighting and stranding data from North Taranaki between 1970 and 2000, 
summarised in Table 4.8.  
Bycatch was high most of the year, except winter. This is most likely due to lower 
fishing effort in winter. There was also a large group of 30 seen in the 1996 









It is evident that North Taranaki was once the stronghold of Māui dolphins along 
the West Coast. Leading up to the 1970s and since, Taranaki has been an area 
of high fishing effort (Russell, 1999). It was ‘reasonably clear that for a period of 




according to Scott Baker (pers. comm. in Peart, 2013; p. 246). The high density 
set nets pretty much wiped out the North Taranaki hapū. Other hapū have 
suffered the same fate of local extinction. 
Burkhart and Slooten (2003) used population modelling to estimate previous 
dolphin abundance from the 1870’s to mid-1980s. It Involved back-calculations 
using estimates of set net entanglement rate, data on bycatch, fishing effort and 
abundance estimates. Māui dolphin abundance in some parts had reduced by 
three to ten times. 
 
The 1990s ushered in a substantial increase in the number of endangered 
marine mammal species, and the Department of Conservation began to find its 
feet. During the 1990s, there was much more research being done on C. hectori, 
in different areas and aspects of science by both universities and DOC staff. For 
example, research examined associations with seabirds, pollutants and further 
effects on population dynamics as dolphin numbers declined. There were more 
sightings and strandings. 
 
Around the North Island, distribution continued to shrink, with Māui dolphins 
mostly restricted to the area between Kawhia and Kaipara. The southern pod 
that used to be part of the North Taranaki hapū was finished off by the 
commercial fishing industry when the set nets moved closer inshore in the 
North Taranaki Bight. Sightings on the East Coast North Island were also 
shrinking further south. Dolphin numbers were much more depleted around the 
North Island and dolphin populations in the South were also plummeting, in 





4.5 Early 2000s 
 
Some of the material collected in post-2000 findings integrate data from the 
1990s and earlier, hence are included in this discussion. The scientific literature 
in the early 2000s demonstrates a continuation of research, with sightings, 
strandings, bycatch and declining dolphin hapū. 
 
In the year 2000, the IUCN classified Hector’s dolphin as ‘Endangered’, and Māui 
dolphin as ‘Critically Endangered’ (Reeves et al. 2013). 
 
Early genetics 
Pichler & Baker (2000) genetically compared historical Hector’s/Māui dolphins 
from 1870-1987 specimens, with the latest that had been beachcast and 
bycaught (1988-1998). Fifty-five historical samples were compared with 108 
recent fatalities. Note the large number of dead dolphins in a much shorter and 
recent timeframe during the late 1980s and 1990s. 
Genetic methods have been used in some areas as a way of estimating 
population size and measuring the impact of bycatch. A loss in genetic diversity, 
such as that found off Banks Peninsula by Pichler and Baker, was ‘a direct 
consequence of a reduction in effective population size’ (p. 97, Pichler & Baker, 
2000). 
These genetic studies showed there were at least four main subpopulations, or 
iwi (tribes): Māui, East Coast of South Island, South Coast and West Coast of 
South Island. There were also genetic differences within these regional 
populations, iwi, with north-south trends in genetic variation. Māui dolphins 
and East Coast South Island dolphins have suffered significant declines (Pichler 
& Baker, 2000). 
Māui have declined from at least three maternal lineages (descent from a 
common ancestor) to one. They have likely declined to such a low level that the 




This certainly underscores the need for precautionary protection for Māui 
dolphin.  
At this point there is no indication of inbreeding. Several dolphins with Hector’s 
dolphin genotypes have been found along the West Coast North Island. This 
could help to avoid future inbreeding problems (Hamner et al. 2013). The East 
Coast South Island used to show descent from nine common ancestors; this has 
been reduced to five:  
Such a high rate of decline in mitochondrial diversity in these 
populations suggests a higher rate of gill-net entanglement than has 
been reported by the fishing industry.     
     (p. 100; Pichler & Baker, 2000) 
 
Because gene flow occurs mostly between adjacent local populations, the loss 
of any adjacent population will cause a gap in distribution ‘increasing the 
likelihood of population fragmentation and isolation’ (p. 97, Pichler & Baker, 
2000). Pichler and Baker (2000) showed how the decline of C. hectori had 
serious implications for the future of the species. The deaths in set nets were 
clearly unsustainable. They predicted zero diversity by 2018. Hector’s and Māui 
continue to live on borrowed time. 
Genetics also sheds light on other mysteries, especially closer examination of 
haplotypes (lineages, descent from a common ancestor). The early specimen 
from the Bay of Islands was apparently haplotype J, usually from the West Coast 
South Island. This could be possible due to prevailing currents going from the 
West Coast South Island, across the Cook Strait and around up the East Coast 
North Island, such as the D’Urville Current, which flows east through Cook Strait 
(Brodie 1960). According to Hamner et al. 2010, there is a high migration rate 
from the West Coast to the East Coast.  
Genetic testing of Hector’s dolphins that have been found around the North 
Island, suggests origins from both sides of the South Island (Hamner et al. 2010). 




a travelled Hector, but ‘J’ was also historically present (Pichler & Baker 2000), 
indicating a traditional connection.  
Haplotype J is found off the West Coast North Island today and was present in 
the Bay of Islands in the 1800s, indicating that this haplotype has always been 
present off North and South Islands. It would be interesting to explore the 
effects prevailing currents may have had on the distribution of C. hectori, 
although the genetics show there are more complex factors at play, with some 
dolphins travelling in opposition to the prevailing direction of migration 
(Hamner et al. 2012). 
The autopsy reports for DOC from the 1999/2000 and 2000/01 seasons were 
released a few years later with more of the same high percentage of deaths due 
to bycatch.  
In 1999/2000 sixteen C. hectori made the autopsy report, with 75% of deaths 
most likely attributed to entanglement. All eight females were immature, no 
older than 2.5 years (Duignan et al. 2003). Most dolphins washed up around 
Canterbury – Akaroa, Banks Peninsula, Timaru, New Brighton, the mouth of the 
Avon Estuary, as well as Kaikōura, Hokitika and South Westland. There was one 
female Māui showing signs of sudden death, likely entanglement, at Kawhia. 
Two were too decomposed for autopsy. One was a calf of unknown origin and 
one juvenile had a broken spine, and plastic in its stomach.  
During 2000/01, 83% of incidents were most likely due to fisheries bycatch. 
Three Māui were caught, all by Port Waikato. One had disease, two were too 
decomposed for autopsy (Duignan et al. 2003). There was bycatch from 
Buller, Hokitika and Pegasus. Of the six female dolphins caught, four were 
immature, one was unknown, and one was a six-year-old, and still not 
reproductively mature (Duignan et al. 2003). 
Slooten et al. (2001) investigated interactions with dolphins and mussel farms 
in Golden Bay. They concluded that Tasman Bay and Golden Bay were low 




over eight days. The AristoCat crew said that they saw Hector’s dolphins at the 
Collingwood mussel farm roughly once a month.  
 
It’s interesting to see the large group sizes in Golden Bay in Table 4.9. Since the 
citizen science Hector’s Dolphin Sightings App began in 2016, Golden Bay pod 
sizes have ranged from one to five. There were groups of nine, ten and 18 
dolphins seen in 2001, indicating a larger population. The decrease in group size 
is likely another indicator of a hapū in decline.   
 
 




Slooten et al. (2001) pooled cetacean sighting data in the Marlborough Sounds 
as shown in Table 4.10. Hector’s dolphins were by far the most often sighted 
cetacean, especially within the inner and mid reaches. There was only one 
sighting in Pelorus Sound. By this time, Queen Charlotte Sound was the only 















Table 4.10: Number of sightings of cetaceans seen around the Marlborough Sounds between 1992 and 
2001 (Slooten et al. 2001, p. 5). 
 
 
They were still regularly sighted at Cape Campbell, Cloudy Bay, Queen Charlotte 
Sound and Golden Bay. They were occasionally sighted in Tasman Bay and the 




Figure 4.36: Occurrence of Hector’s dolphins around Marlborough. They are regularly sighted at Cape 
Campbell, Cloudy Bay, Queen Charlotte Sound and Golden Bay. They were occasionally sighted in Tasman 





Debbie Freeman from DOC’s Hawke’s Bay Conservancy (2003) had a localised 
focus to investigate Hector’s dolphin sightings on the East Coast North island, 
with results shown in Figure 4.37.  
 
 
Figure 4.37: East Coast North Island records of C. hectori as at 2003. Sightings from the Wellington south 
Coast and Palliser Bay area were excluded (from Freeman, 2003, p. 6). 
 
Freeman collected even more sightings of C. hectori from DOC staff (Hans Rook, 





In the early 2000s, there were still sightings coming through from the East Coast 
North Island, with a pod of eight sighted off Napier in November 2001. There 
was a sighting of a lone Hector’s dolphin off Tolaga Bay, May 2002 (Freeman, 
2003). There were many unconfirmed sightings off Palliser Bay and south of 
Castlepoint, Wairarapa (Kaiwhata River mouth/Flat Point area; Bruce Dix, pers. 
comm. in Freeman, 2003). Commercial fishers had seen Hector’s off Akitio river 
mouth over a 15-year period from 1988 to 2003 (Hans Rook, pers. comm. in 
Freeman, 2003). 
This approach demonstrates how many more sightings and other information 
one can gain by digging deeper into records, notes, diaries, extending the 
sightings network. It has certainly also worked for the Hector’s Dolphin Sightings 
App, which has increased DOC’s sighting database for Hector’s dolphins around 
the top of the South by more than fivefold (McGrath & Bossley, 2018). 
The sightings along the East Coast North Island continue to occur to this day, 
but they are rare and usually of lone individuals (i.e. Hotwater Beach, 
Coromandel, 2020). Sightings occur almost every year, suggesting the 
population is very small, but locally or regionally resident. They could be 
Hector’s dolphins travelling up from the South Island; or be a remnant of extant 
pods.  
Dolphins may have a wider range of alongshore movement along this coast; 
there is less offshore shallow water, when compared with Cook Strait and East 
Coast South Island. Most sightings are in summer, which is when Hector’s 
dolphins are more concentrated closer inshore. In addition, observations could 
be biased towards summer because larger numbers of people are out boating 
and walking along the shoreline.  
In all areas where Hector’s dolphin movements have been studied, they have 
an average alongshore home range of about 50 km, with a maximum range of 
movement of more than 100 km. This is likely to be the case for this area also. 
Before human impacts, there was likely multiple hapū, perhaps even different 




Gisborne, Napier, and Wairarapa. Some of these areas remain remote to this 
day.  
Although more information and sightings would increase certainty, by looking 
at existing sightings data from the area, it appears that by the 1970s, there were 
still hapū at Gisborne, Napier and Wairarapa. During the 1980s and 1990s, there 
were more sightings of lone dolphins off Napier. Sightings of the larger pod 
crept further south from Cape Kidnappers and locations in between to southern 
Wairarapa, where they are rarely seen today. Smaller and sparser pods can be 
difficult to spot, or even notice.  
 
The dolphins off the East Coast North Island are the most neglected of all, by 
way of knowledge and conservation. It is unknown if they are genetically closer 
to Hector’s or Māui, but it’s highly possible this (or these) hapū are far more 
critically endangered than Māui dolphins. Despite Freeman and Russell’s’ 
findings on Aotearoa dolphins living along North Island East Coast, the area has 
never been properly considered in conservation management. 
 
Bycatch 
Although a lot of the information on bycatch comes from the Canterbury region, 
dolphins were being caught elsewhere. Wherever set netting occurs, bycatch is 
to be expected. Common, Dusky and Bottlenose dolphins; Orca; Sea lions, 
Leopard and Fur seals; Basking, Thresher and Seven-gilled sharks; Yellow-eyed 
and Blue penguins; albatrosses, petrels and Titi (shearwaters); turtles and more 
are also caught by set nets (Abraham et al. 2016). 
Population modelling with the 1985 field data, conducted by Burkhart and 
Slooten (2003) showed Māui were in serious danger of extinction. With current 
fishing effort, and bycatch rates, 100-year projections indicated South Taranaki 
to be at greatest risk of extinction. North Taranaki and Kaikōura had the highest 
rate of population decline. Next up was Northland, Karamea, Hokitika, South 
Westland, Marlborough, Otago and Foveaux – all declining. Buller, Catlins and 




Interestingly, at this stage Māui (Waikato) and Tasman had the potential to 
increase, with a caveat: “Unless the level of fishing effort is reduced, Māui will 
face extinction in the very near future” (p. 563, Burkhard & Slooten, 2003). Cook 
Strait had no data, nor did North Island East Coast; they were no longer 
considered part of Aotearoa dolphin distribution. 
In 2008, the author was approached by two people, who under anonymity 
explained how commercial fishers dealt with Hector’s dolphin bycatch. The 
information came from two different areas around the South Island with one 
explaining that dolphins are sliced up in places where they would likely be found 
by someone on the beach. If in a remote place, the whole dolphin is thrown 
over the side (anonymous (a), pers. comm., 2008). The other informant said 
nets are usually put out while dolphins are swimming around. The water is very 
murky so you cannot tell if or when a dolphin has been caught. The fishing boat 
he worked on caught eight to nine a season, other boats caught one a week. It 
was equal to one dead dolphin every four to six tonnes of rig (anonymous (b), 
pers. comm., 2008). There is more information from these conversations in 
Appendix 3. 
Remote areas are often left out of our early understanding of distribution. These 
include Jackson Bay, Te Waewae Bay, East Coast North Island and Northland, 
much of which are still isolated areas today. C. hectori are still found in most of 
those areas and would most likely have been there in the past, in greater 
numbers.  
It’s plausible they were  not seen or reported, because of isolation together with 
very low numbers of people to report them. Locations where pods of C. hectori 
used to live but are only occasionally seen today, include Palliser Bay, Taranaki, 
Hawke’s Bay, Wairarapa, Whanganui, Kawhia and Piha. 
 
To briefly summarise this chapter, it was during the 1960s, that Common and 




prevalent from the 1970s on, especially of juvenile dolphins. Hapū began to 
vanish off North and South Taranaki, and top of the South. By the 1980s, fishing 
effort remained high. Decent pods were no longer seen off Palliser, Hawke’s 
Bay, Wairarapa, Whānganui, Kawhia or Piha. Māui became disconnected from 
Hector’s. During the 1990s, there was a proliferation of more research on C. 
hectori in more areas around New Zealand. The distribution of C. hectori  
reduced dramatically. DOC was still a young organisation during this decade. By 
the year 2000, Māui were classified as ‘Critically Endangered’ and Hector’s 




Chapter 5: Creative components – Raising awareness for 
Hector’s and Māui Dolphin 
 
There is a history of creative components associated with this thesis. I started 
work on my first creative component for this Master’s in 2006. We will be 
touching on the original creative component - Music 4 Māui first. What was 
meant to be solely a NZ music CD compilation, exploded into an entire 
grassroots campaign.  
These humble beginnings set things on a different trajectory, and grew into 
many other conservation opportunities and efforts, including work with NGOs. 
These opportunities also resulted in the deferral of completion of this thesis.  
Sections 5.1 through 5.3 feature a small fraction of the media, images, products 
and feedback associated with those earlier creative projects. The main part of 
the creative component is covered in Section 5.4 – an exhibition on dolphins at 
Te Hikoi museum (Riverton Heritage and Tourist Centre Trust) in Southland from 
June 2019 until April 2020. Part of the exhibition is based on research presented 
in Chapters 3 and 4.  
Material that was submitted as the creative component of this thesis includes:  
 
● Music 4 Māui CD; 
● An illustrated talk, Riverton Korero, that launched the museum exhibition 
delivered to the community;  
● a series of panels on display at Te Hikoi museum, featuring the findings of this 
thesis and titled Journey from the most common…to the most endangered; and 






5.1 Music 4 Māui 
 
This project began in 2006 with the aim of combining two of my passions into 
one – dolphins and New Zealand music. (I am a singer.) I created a NZ music CD 
dedicated to Hector’s and Māui dolphins, which became much more than just a 
CD – it turned into a campaign. This led to many other opportunities that 
became my priority for dolphin conservation for several years.  
I grew up in the 1980s and witnessed powerful musical events that changed the 
world, like Bob Geldof’s World Aid and events within New Zealand like Telethon. 
During the early 2000s, in my early 20s, NZ’s music scene grew and expanded 
from not just characteristic kiwi rock (and the Dunedin sound) but it exploded 
into a beautiful diversity of dub, reggae, hip hop and electronica.  
Māori, Pacific and NZ European artists, people of my generation, produced a 
fusion in amazing and electrifying bands that I loved – like Shapeshifter, Tiki, 
Katchafire, Sunshine Soundsystem, Cornerstone Roots, Salmonella Dub and so 
many more. It was the beginning of a unifying and empowering movement in 
NZ culture. I loved how this music unified Māori and Pākehā, and celebrated our 
love for the whenua (land), moana (sea), culture and each other. 
I thought a combination of this cultural power of music with a love for dolphins, 
that I could feel so strongly, could increase our cultural awareness of the plight 
of our native dolphins. For four years, I organised nationwide tours of music 
festivals and other nationwide events, in a dolphin van (Fig. 5.1) and other 
various vehicles, on a shoestring budget, roping in many friends, whānau and 






Figure 5.1: Dolphin van, port side, parked outside the Beehive, NZ Parliament. (Image: Maaka Rahui). 
 
We hosted interactive dolphin stalls at as many music festivals as we could. I 
sourced conservation resources from NGOs like WWF, Forest & Bird, and Care 
for the Wild. We had some sponsorship from NZ Whale and Dolphin Trust and 
the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society (WDC). 
We had dolphin costumes, petitions, fishing nets and musicians throwing 
dolphins t-shirts into crowds and saying things on stage in support of them. I 
had inherited the dolphin costumes from a documentary on NZ dolphins by 
Extinction Sucks. The dolphin costumes were a source of endless entertainment 





Figure 5.2: Dancing dolphins were always a hit, shown at Canaan Downs with Dean Sheriffs (top), and with 




We had dolphin stalls at Canaan Downs, Takaka; Jambalaya, Rotorua; 
Soundscape, Raglan; Area 9, McKenzie Country; Parihaka and WOMAD, 
Taranaki; Big River Festival, Levin; and many others. Some of these dolphin stalls 




Figure 5.3: A few more examples of our dolphin stall at Canaan Downs (top); Christchurch (mid) and 




We couldn’t afford any big entry fees, so we were restricted to organisers that 
let us in for free for a good cause, or who gave us an affordable discount. Both 
ferry companies gave us free passage through Cook Strait. The support the 
campaign received from Dunedin was beautiful, from a wonderful community 
of musicians, artists, and generous businesses. At one of our first festivals in 
Canaan Downs, all our money was stolen. The organisers set up donations at 
the gate, and by the time we were ready to go, we had all our funds donated 
back.  
My sisters and I had some Red Cross themed dresses that were a hit at Big Day 
Out, Auckland (Fig. 5.4), when many hundreds of people signed our petition in 
a swarming crowd.  
 
 
Figure 5.4: Sister Pearly McGrath putting finishing touches on our dolphin stall at Big Day Out, Auckland.  
(Image: Crystal McGrath). 
 
When we had the opportunity, we would sing, freestyle and jam with other 
musicians too (e.g., Fig. 5.5). We had musicians and MCs wearing dolphin t-





Figure 5.5: Harmonising with Oleh at Canaan Downs on his composition for the dolphins and the Music 4 
Māui campaign: The Set Nets Won’t Let Life Keep Living. (Image: Rachael Gaston). 
 
 
Figure 5.6: Top: Tamati Taukamo of Taos, performing with one of our dolphin t-shirts. He wore this multiple 
times at many festivals. MC of Soundsplash Raglan, Krishna Smith also sported one, and spoke with passion  




Musicians were certainly influential, encouraging people to show their support 
for dolphins. The petition postcard in Figure 5.7 illustrates this, with the 
signatory specifying the reason they support protection of dolphins is because, 




Figure 5.7: A petition postcard showing direct influence from musicians, in this case, Tiki Taane.  (Image: 
Gemma McGrath). 
 
I was able to get underwater dolphin footage (thanks to NZ Whale & Dolphin 
Trust) playing on the big screens at some events, which had its own 
perpetuation after that. It was satisfying to see this dolphin footage on the big 
screen at the Homegrown Festival in Wellington in 2010 (Fig. 5.8); sharing the 
footage with visual artists was being put to good use.  
 
We spotted a Music 4 Māui poster on a set of NZ TV programme Shortland 






Figure 5.8: Hector’s dolphin footage showing at Homegrown Festival in Wellington, c. 2010. (Image: 
Unknown). 
 
In order to produce a music CD, I needed to hang out with musicians and talk 
with them face to face about dolphins. Many of them were already friends, 
which certainly helped me get into green rooms at gigs and artist tents at music 
festivals to talk to more musicians. The vast majority said yes to offering a track 
(see Fig. 5.9). Hollie Smith and Lisa Tomlins were also fantastic on stage for the 
dolphins, keen to donate tracks, as was Ladi 6.  
 
Figure 5.9: Example of promotional material showing the support of many more musicians, produced 
during the formulation of the Music 4 Māui CD. (Image: Pete McGrath; Artwork: Jono More). 
 
Although I am very grateful to publishing company Native Tongue for 




restricted to only using tracks from the artists they represented. Loop 
Recordings were generous with their offerings (huge thanks to Sarah Crowe), as 
were many independent and up-and-coming musicians around the county, but 
I ended up not being able to use them in this album. It was a hard lesson to 
learn, and I felt bad to let other musicians down. It was not my dream album, 
but I made the best out of it that I could.  
 
I was all the same delighted to have artists including Pitch Black (featuring KP), 
The Black Seeds, Sola Rosa, Don McGlashan, Fur Patrol, Minuit, Ariana Tikao, 
The Bads, Flip Grater, Gasoline Cowboy and Ragamuffin Children board. Guy 
Ryan, University of Otago MSciComm graduate and founder of Inspiring Stories, 
coordinated the CD design. Amber McGrath (sister) helped with the concepts, 
and Pete McGrath (father) was a saviour with all the other design needs.  
 
Daimon Schwalger (the Nomad) mastered the album. Rhythmethod 
coordinated the distribution. All services were provided free to support the 
dolphins. The music CD was released in winter 2008. Another lesson: release 
next album in summer. I continued touring around NZ promoting and selling the 
CD at more music festivals, and music shops. Figure 5.10 shows the CD cover 


















Figure 5.10: Album cover of Music 4 Māui CD. The inside of the CD cover folds out to a small poster (the 
teal lines are fold lines), with a conservation message as well as population estimates as of 2007. (Image: 




With friend and artist Jono More, we made our own A1-sized posters promoting 




Figure 5.11: Top: An example of homemade unique A1 posters that were installed at various music stores 
across the country (Image: Jono More, Tomahawk, Dunedin). The one pictured was at Real Groovy, Queen 







Alongside this trip, we carried out commissioned dolphin stencilling in 






Figure 5.12: We stencilled dolphins on the side of a truck in Wellington that travelled all over NZ, and on a 





Figure 5.13 is the promotional poster we pinned up and left as fliers at countless 
cafes and public places from north to south, with a poem made out of the song 
titles for the CD.  
 
 
Figure 5.13: Promotional poster for Music 4 Māui CD. (Image: Pete McGrath). 
 
I was pleasantly surprised to hear from a Greenpeace employee that I was 
running a very successful campaign, as it was so low budget, utterly relying on 
goodwill, generosity of people, businesses and often synchronicity across the 
country to continue going. The feedback from other established conservation 




I was doing things differently, while uniting existing NGOs and successfully 
reaching an age group (my own) that had not been reached before in terms of 
dolphin conservation. Most people we met and interacted with were not even 
aware NZ had our own native dolphin species. We certainly made a difference, 
but the work was exhausting and voluntary. It was high-level, holistic, in-the-
flow functioning, that was intense and dedicated. We made it look like a lot of 
fun, but there was much hard work behind the scenes – planning, organising, 
fundraising, media, resources etc. I was managing and directing a new emerging 
organisation, largely by myself. I needed much more support, capacity and help 
to keep going. I simply didn’t have it in me to do another album, even though I 
wish I could have. There was a lot of awareness generated, petitions signed, 
noise and impacts made, but it came at a personal and financial cost. With the 
right support and timing, it would be good to develop that original vision of 
Music 4 Māui into something bigger and more relevant to up and coming 
generations. 
If I was to ever produce a music CD for cetaceans again, I would like the songs 
to be collaborative, made especially for the species, with various unique 
combinations of artists – and I’d like to sing on some of the tracks too. That’s 
always been a deep desire of mine! I’d also like to incorporate more actual 
cetacean sounds into the music. In fact, several artists masterfully produced 
songs like this, and played them at gigs including Charlie Brown (Optimus 
Grime), Mark McPherson (Miki), Oli Cameron (Oleh/Taliband) and others – I was 
so disappointed I couldn’t use them on the album. I ended up with enough songs 
for three albums! I felt terrible to let some musicians down because I couldn’t 
use their songs because of the restrictions.  
I learnt a lot from this first album. I refer to the movement today as Music 4 
Māui instead of the former term ‘Music 4 Māui’s’. This is because when meeting 
with Tariana Turia, then co-leader of the Māori party, in Rotorua in 2007, she 
explained to me that Māui’s was incorrect usage of Te Reo. This had been a 




this, I started using the correct term – Māui; and Māui dolphins, as opposed to 
Māui’s dolphins. Other organisations including DOC eventually followed suit. 
 
 
5.2 NGO involvement 
 
With WWF-NZ, I began coordinating community and stakeholder engagement 
for dolphin conservation. This was the beginning of many more uniting projects 
and exciting mahi for dolphins.  
 
A highlight was the 2009 vintage of Pinot Gris from the most inland community 
of NZ. I also worked at the Bannockburn Pub and talked to patrons about 
dolphins a lot. Some boutique vineyards then donated their seasons’ vines for 
free to turn into awareness raising wine for dolphins – Message in a Bottle (see 
Figure 5.14). It sparked a beautiful community effort from grape to bottle.  
 
Dedicated locals helped pick the grapes and many were involved in the 
production process. It was a top wine, made by Jen Parr, at the time of Olssen’s 
on Felton Road (now Terra Sancta). In an exponential effect, everything was 
donated for free, including the wine making, bottling, packaging etc. Campbell 
Live of TV3 featured the story. Sunshine Soundsystem (Downtown Brown, KP 
and Stauny Pops), featuring special guest P-Diggs of Shapeshifter, played for 










Figure 5.14: Top left: The late Muzza (Murray Winton) and Amber McGrath picking grapes for Message in 
a Bottle vintage of Pinot Gris, Central Otago, 2009 (top right). Lower left: P-Diggs, Stauny and friends at 
the release party, Bannockburn. (Images: Gemma McGrath). 
 
I worked as an independent consultant for other NGOs including Whale and 
Dolphin Conservation, Māui and Hector’s Dolphin Defenders and Sea Shepherd 
NZ. This mahi (work) included many community talks and presentations around 
NZ, and moved into policy development and lobbying. I also created the 
Hector’s Dolphin Sightings App in 2016 to prioritise citizen science data for 






5.3 A united approach 
 
Wherever possible, I have always tried to unite NGOs in my work, because I 
believe this is more convincing and influential for public support. I have never 
been a fan of promoting brands of organisations. I, and many of my 
collaborators prefer the purity of working for the dolphins; they have always 
been the brand and reason to guide me in my mahi. It was beautiful to see such 
a united front from NZ NGOs during much of the 2019 Threat Management 
Process. 
Alongside peer-reviewed science, I try to be positive and communicate the 
ecosystem benefits. I’m not anti-fishing, just anti the methods that kill dolphins 
and so many other taonga (treasured) species. They’re certainly not good for 
the fishery either, because of the high wastage and dumping. 
I also use indigenous terms and ideologies in conservation messaging. This is out 
of respect for the Treaty of Waitangi (Tiriti o Waitangi) partnership with tangata 
whenua. This approach is more powerful and has more soul. The whakataukī, 
‘Toi tū te Pahu, Toi tū a Tai’ has been a guiding principle: ‘If Hector’s dolphins 
are thriving, so are our inshore ecosystems’. ‘Toitū’ means to leave untouched, 
leave as is, undisturbed.  
Our dolphin stall was like a marae, in more ways than one (see Fig. 5.3). We 
were all about promoting love and awareness of our native dolphins, in fun and 
sometimes cheeky ways (Fig. 5.2). These approaches helped a generation, that 
is often hard to reach, notice this issue and care about Hector’s and Māui. 
All the while I continued researching material for this Masters, which grew from  
the Music 4 Māui movement into actively researching the traditional ecological 
knowledge and history of this species. Some of this earlier work featured in a 
conference poster at the 21st Biennial Conference on the Biology of Marine 
Mammals, San Francisco (McGrath, 2015). This Masters has taken longer than 
expected, and it now has a different focus. The benefits of living in various 
communities, and building those relationships and connections, has been 




historic information to light. This is needed urgently for these dolphins’ 
conservation and their future. The length of time has allowed for the inclusion 




5.4 For the Love of Dolphins exhibition – Te Hikoi museum, Riverton 
 
The opportunity to produce an exhibition at Te Hikoi museum, Riverton arose 
from my efforts in growing community interest and engagement with local 
dolphin sightings after moving to Riverton in 2017. In summer, Hector’s 
dolphins are daily visitors to several beaches along the South coast. Bottlenose 
dolphins regularly swim up into the Riverton estuary, to the joy of spectators, 
and visits seem to be increasing in terms of both regularity and numbers of 
dolphins.  
 
I wrote regular columns for the local newspaper, the Western Star which led to 
several newspaper articles (i.e., Fig. 5.15) and social media engagement in 
relation to local dolphin sightings. This was in conjunction with the Hector’s 
Dolphin Sightings App which I created in partnership with Safer Me (formerly 
Thundermaps), now a partnership between WDC and DOC. The community 
barely knew the difference between dolphin species, and many were still calling 











Karyn Owen, Manager at Te Hikoi explains, “As a small museum without funding 
for temporary exhibitions, we are always on the lookout for collaborative 
opportunities with experts in various topics which relate to our history. Our 
community has an obsession over the dolphins that visit! When I met a local 
dolphin expert, it was a perfect fit that we could partner on this project.” 
 
Owen’s help and experience as co-curator was invaluable. Owen contacted Te 
Papa Tongarewa and obtained conditional loans of several specimens, 
permissions for use of footage from Archives NZ and a 3D model of a Hector’s 




panels. I worked on content, design, procuring images and loans of other 
skeletal material from kaumātua. Members of the community preferred the 
exhibition title, For the love of dolphins: Ngā aihe ō Aotearoa, as opposed to 
something more scientific.  
The opening of the exhibition was promoted on social media, in newspapers 
and posters and was launched to a fully booked audience, with an illustrated 
talk from myself on 30 June 2019. The talk was designed to inform the 
community and included a call to action for people to make submissions in 
support of increased protection via the Māui and Hector’s Dolphin Threat 
Management Plan.  
The presentation was adapted into a community talk from an earlier version 
presented at Department of Conservation and Ministry of Fisheries TMP 
stakeholder meetings in 2019. This resulted in many quality submissions from 
talk attendees. The illustrated presentation is included in the creative 
component of this thesis. 
The exhibition showcases a pictorial snapshot (Fig. 5.16) informed by research 
conducted for this thesis and titled Journey from the most common…to the most 
endangered. It is in the form of a timeline with some of the significant changes 
and most interesting quotes, featuring beautiful images from photographer Rob 
Pine, some from myself, and others from dolphin scientist, Professor Steve 








Figure 5.16: This wall features a digital snapshot of material from Chapters 3 to 5 of this thesis on the 
historical distribution and abundance of Hector's and Māui dolphins. A mummified dolphin calf, and whale 
vertebra can be seen in the foreground. (Image: Gemma McGrath). 
 
The display cases in the exhibition feature a juvenile Hector’s dolphin skull, as 
well as other bones (Fig 5.17); Bottlenose dolphin skull; whale vertebra; a 
mummified Hector’s dolphin calf; campaign material created and/or used by 
the author in collaboration with other NGOs since 2007 for the Music 4 Māui 
CD music festival engagement (Fig. 5.18); dolphin stencilling, and other science 
communication projects I have spearheaded.  
Local indigenous fishing hooks, shells and other curios are displayed with the 
panel of mātauranga. Local photos of dolphins are featured on a pinboard, 
alongside a computer for researching more information (Fig. 5.19), with web 
pages open on the Hector’s Dolphin Sightings App 
(https://hectors.thundermaps.com/) and Young Ocean Explorers 
(https://www.youngoceanexplorers.com/). Underwater footage of Hector’s 
dolphins (Fig. 5.20; from Professor Liz Slooten and NZ Whale and Dolphin Trust) 




Display information includes an introductory panel on dolphin species in NZ 
with general biology. The panel on threats to dolphins includes rubbish 
collected from a local beach as well as old fishing nets made of cotton that 
preceded monofilament ones. Special individual dolphins are paid homage to, 
along with a quote from the late Wade Doak, with framed photographs of 
Pelorus Jack, Opo, Moko and others. Archival footage of Pelorus Jack and Opo 
are constantly played on a screen. Best practice is also promoted when viewing 
dolphins and contributing sightings to the Hector’s Dolphin Sightings App. 
Figures 5.17 to 5.20 shows some of the features of the exhibition. 
 
 






Figure 5.18: This display case features some of the material used in the Music 4 Māui campaign. It also 
shows some of the stencilling, and wine labels. The t-shirts are signed by famous NZ musicians. The paper 
mache dolphin was made by Jono More, and travelled the country many times, being the totem of our 
dolphin stall. It was attached to the top of my friend Rachael Gaston’s Subaru the last year touring. It has 
survived pretty well considering. 
 
 
Figure 5.19: The local pinboard which features recent photos of local dolphins. Local photographers have 
started to bring in photos of dolphins with distinctive markings, so we can start a local photo-ID catalogue, 






Figure 5.20: Underwater dolphin footage is projected on the wall. The picture frames of special individual 
dolphins such as Pelorus Jack, Opo, Moko and others can be seen to the left. 
 
The entrance to the exhibition is framed by a retired flounder net with a 











Figure 5.22: The fishing net evolved into a message to Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern to save Hector’s and 
Māui dolphins. 
 
The net is designed to catch people’s memories and special stories of 
encounters with dolphins, to build on the evidence provided of historical 
abundance and distribution, complementary to this thesis.  
 
Multiple classrooms from several local schools have since created Hector’s 
dolphins with written messages to NZ Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern urging for 
their protection. This was delightfully unplanned but a welcome addition to the 
exhibition, especially with the timing of Threat Management Plan process that 
took place in much of 2019.  
 
Due to the success of the first talk a slightly different talk was scheduled for 28 
July and promoted again on social media, newspapers, posters, and local web 
pages (i.e., Fig. 5.23), which also sold out. I have given other special talks on the 










According to Karyn Owen, Te Hikoi museum Manager: 
“The community has been very interested in the exhibition, but particularly 
the illustrated talks given by McGrath – always sold out events – which doesn’t 
happen often with other topics. The trustees have been impressed and 
supportive of the exhibition, particularly the ability to borrow artefacts from 
experts and other museums. Te Papa was very supportive in partnering with 
us to get some of their stored artefacts on display elsewhere in NZ (refer their 




“Staff have enjoyed sharing stories of such special creatures, as we are mainly 
a social history museum, but natural history is a passion of many of the team. 
One of our volunteers was so inspired to get school groups to see the 




school libraries when they visited. The local primary school teacher noticed a 
couple of kids on their walk back to school stopped to pick up rubbish, when 
asked what they were doing, they replied, “we don’t want it going in the water 
because of the dolphins”. We’ve also quizzed school groups when they leave, 
asking them how to tell the different dolphins that we see here – as that was 
one of the core outcomes McGrath wanted to achieve as part of the exhibition 
– and it worked. Numerous other visitors have commented that the highlight 
of the museum visit was the dolphin exhibition.” 
  
Due to the popularity of the exhibition, which was originally planned to run to 
November 2019, it was extended to the end of April 2020. Figure 5.24 shows 
one of promotional posters for the exhibition, displayed in multiple shops and 




Figure 5.24: Poster advertising the extended exhibition. 
 
More than 6,000 visitors, including 700 school kids, saw the dolphin exhibition 
between July 2019 and March 2020. There are various comments in the visitor’s 
book singing its praises. The exhibition was a front-page feature in the local 











At the time of writing, there were ideas at Te Hikoi to develop more material for 
displays, borrow more specimens from museums if possible, collect more 
stories, and host more illustrated talks on other species, such as Bottlenose 
dolphins and Orca. It is hoped that the exhibition will then travel to other 
regional museums, and continue growing engagement with communities, 
collecting more stories and memories, accessing and accumulating more 





Chapter 6: Discussion 
 
6.1 Hunting: Target practice and bait 
Soon after Europeans arrived, C. hectori were being shot for fun and for science 
with guns and harpoons. Māori at Akaroa were still catching the odd one. It 
appears the shooting of dolphins in Brighton, Otago, was fairly nonchalant. We 
have no idea how many dolphins were removed from the populations, but the 
‘pleasure activity’ was being promoted at the time (see Section 3.1). The 
Brighton hapū, just south of Otago Peninsula may have been seriously affected. 
This was most likely the first area to experience decline of C. hectori. With the 
culture of the time, there were probably other areas where C. hectori were 
getting shot for fun too.  
Shooting dolphins for bait used in crayfish traps appears to have happened 
occasionally and continued for many years. An unknown number of dolphins 
were taken for crayfish bait. One fisherman caught two a year for this purpose 
(see Section 3.2) and it’s not known whether this was common practice amongst 
all fishermen. If the practice was culturally acceptable in Canterbury, it’s likely 
that in other areas of high fishing effort, such as Cook Strait, taking dolphins for 
bait was common practice there too.  
At the time, the fishermen may have thought they could not be having a 
negative impact on the population because there was such an abundance of 
dolphins around. It is unlikely that the few dolphins killed for bait, had any great 
effect on the historically large population sizes. This is likely to have had a much 
lower impact than the decimation that plastic set nets have had on the species. 
As bycatch increased during the 1970s, it’s highly likely that many fishermen 
would have used the dolphins they had caught in their nets as bait. This could 
be another reason to not report bycatch. 
The practice of taking dolphins for bait ceased about 1975. In addition to the 




the popularisation of dolphins on television and gun license laws also influenced 
ending the practice (Dawson, pers. comm. 25 March 2018). Dolphins are still 
being chopped up however. If a dolphin, especially C. hectori gets caught by a 
net, if there are no observers or cameras on board, the dolphin would be 
chopped up into pieces if it was likely to be found. This was common practice 
for commercial fishers (see Appendix 3) and still may be on boats without 
observation. Occasionally, Hector’s dolphins are found ‘filleted’, presumably 
intended for food. 
 
 
6.2 Freshwater and estuarine habitat 
Several authors have mentioned C. hectori swimming up rivers, but this 
observation is rare today. C. hectori are still often seen around river mouths and 
sometimes at the river entrance (Fig. 6.4), but it is unusual to hear of dolphins 
going upstream.  
 
Figure 6.1: Hector’s dolphin swimming in turbulent water at the Rakaia river mouth. A juvenile was also 
sighted with it. 31 March 2018. (Image: Peter Trolove). 
 
It is interesting that C. hectori used to be seen often not only around river 




1980s, they were seen to occasionally swim up rivers a short distance (Slooten 
& Dawson, 1988). This gives credence to the view that sightings of dolphins 
upriver in New Zealand were most likely Hector’s/ Māui. It’s unusual for other 
species of dolphin to be so far up a river, although Bottlenose dolphins are 
known to regularly enter the Riverton Estuary on a full tide, and can travel some 
distance upstream, near to where the Pourakino River enters the estuary.  
From personal observations they are feeding, but there are stories of them 
rubbing themselves on certain rocks. It’s thought that freshwater feels good on 
their skin and along with the rubbing, helps get rid of parasites – by having a 
scratch. Bottlenose dolphins also spend time in other tidal mixing areas such as 
Fortrose Estuary, Southland; Lake McKerrow and Gaer Arm, Bradshaw Sound, 
Fiordland. It would be interesting to know what freshwater environments are 
being used by cetaceans in other areas around New Zealand. 
But what would Hector’s/Māui be doing up flooded rivers? The water would be 
flowing faster, and it would be muddy. Could Hector’s/Māui be finding more 
food in these situations? It is possible, as a lot of their movements are prey 
related. Before the earlier impacts of colonialism and more recently the dairy 
industry with its heavy impact on water quality took full effect, descriptions of 
NZ recount rivers teeming with life. In the 1840s, every river, big and small 
abounded with whitebait, eels, native trout, grayling, flounder, sprat and sole 
(Brunner, 1959). 
During the 1930s, the land reclamation act was established. It became more 
common to drain swamps and destroy estuaries, removing important habitat. 
This would have undoubtedly affected harbour and estuarine health, 
biodiversity, and the coastal ecosystem. C. hectori spent a lot of time in harbours 
and estuaries, but many of these habitats became degraded, changed or 
removed altogether from this time onwards. Many changes happened earlier 
on, such as the removal of the large tidal lagoon by Whanganui, which may have 




Hector’s dolphins are generalist feeders, and therefore are potentially resilient 
and adaptable in changing environments. Population decline began in the 
1960s, primarily due to bycatch in net fishing, but the impacts of pollution and 
habitat change (e.g. through bottom trawling, aquaculture and marine mining), 
would have had further cumulative effects.  
During the 1980s, the descriptions of C. hectori being up rivers changed from 
‘often’ and ’far upstream’ to ‘occasionally’ and ‘a short distance’. This indicates 
that Hector’s were not using rivers as much or going as far up them as they once 
did. The large decline in dolphin numbers would have contributed to this trend 
of seeing fewer of them in rivers as well as offshore.  
It would be interesting to see how changes to river flows, water quality and 
biodiversity loss correlate with these changes in Hector’s behaviour. Major 
dams for electricity were built on the Waitaki and Clutha Rivers. Water taken 
from rivers for farming and industry have also increased on most rivers around 
the country, even in recent years. Many powerful rivers have been reduced to 
streams, or worse. 
Associated with rivers, and runoff is also the entry of pesticides, fertilisers, 
effluent, waste, pollutants, DDT and other chemicals into Hector’s and Māui 
dolphins’ environment where some bioaccumulate in marine mammals. 
Hector’s dolphins have considerably high levels of PCPs, which at high 
concentrations have been linked to declining reproductive function (Stockin et 
al. 2010). Hector’s dolphins, with their preference for shallow, inshore waters 
have been found to have higher levels of pollutants compared to Dusky 
dolphins, which are more often offshore and in deeper waters. Freshwater 
quality, and run off may well impact their immunity, reproductive success, and 
resilience to disease.  
Streams, rivers and estuaries are vital parts of our ecosystem. Hector’s dolphins 
can still be found there occasionally, some were semi-resident at Okarito 
Lagoon in December 2017 (Fig. 6.2). They provide important breeding habitat 




many fish (Thrush et al. 2013). The rivers, harbours, estuaries and lagoons of 
Aotearoa once provided an abundance of prey and feeding habitat for C. hectori 
who were regularly seen there. 
 
 
Figure 6.2: Hector’s dolphin juvenile temporarily resident in Okarito Lagoon, December 2017. A much larger 
pod of approximately 20 individuals had been seen foraging in the lagoon days before this image was 
taken. 
 
The connection with C. hectori strengthens ecosystem ties and functions and 
provides even more reason to lift and restore our national freshwater quality 
standards to meet their former purer states, in order that they once again teem 
with life. This would be a more holistic approach to native dolphin conservation, 
and more attuned to indigenous kaupapa (policies). Freshwater health may play 
a big role in the future recovery and success of the species. However, the first 






There are multiple historical reports of C. hectori being in large pods and seen 
close to the coast all year round. C. hectori were seen year-round at Whanganui 
and Westport throughout the 1960s (Gaskin, 1968). In 1872, James Hector 
observed them to be ‘common in Cook Strait, at least in the summer months’ 
(p.436, Hector, 1872a). This is the earliest reference to seasonality. There’s no 
doubt there would have been an inherent bias in summer sightings, when the 
majority of both people and dolphins were close to beaches. But apart from 
fishermen working Cloudy Bay in winter during the 1970s, seasonal movement 
was not commented on much until the late 1980s when Dawson & Slooten 
(1988) noticed a pronounced movement inshore into larger bays and harbours 
from early November to late April.  
Did this seasonality become more obvious as dolphin density declined inshore? 
Was it harder to notice in the past because there were so many more dolphins? 
It may have become more obvious as inshore fish species declined.  
Kaumātua David Higgins of Moeraki, in the Ngai Tahu fisheries claim to mahinga 
kai (Habib, 1989)  offered this insight: In rocky reef habitats, where areas have 
not been overfished, Ling, Moki, Butterfish, Trumpeter, Sea perch and Blue cod 
can be found within a mile from shore year round. The fish species that have 
seasonal movements include Groper, Red cod, Barracoota and also Blue cod. 
They are found close inshore from December to May, for the rest of the year 
they are found further offshore than a mile, out to the 100m depth contour, 
near the edge of the continental shelf. There is also a seasonal movement of 
fish into estuaries.  
This movement of prey corresponds with the summer inshore movement of 
squid, plankton and krill, mirroring C. hectori seasonal movements today.  
All of these fish species mentioned by Higgins were caught by both Māori and 
native dolphins. Hector’s and Māui dolphins may not have needed to go 




round, especially combined with estuaries, rivers, lagoons, harbours teeming 
with life.  
As the closer inshore fish species declined, Hector’s would have been forced to 
follow the more migratory pelagic species and forage further and further 
offshore. In the same way, commercial, customary and recreational human 
fishers are having to fish increasingly more offshore.  
Pronounced seasonality of C. hectori is an indicator of decline, but also a sign of 
a diminished and depleted inshore ecosystems, aligning with this whakataukī: 
“Toi tū te Pahu, Toi tū te Tai” 
“When Hector’s dolphins are well, so too are our coasts” 
(Huata Holmes, pers. comm., 2007). 
 
Hector’s are more often viewed over sandy shore environments compared to 
rocky ones, but reef areas are still important habitats and feeding grounds for 
C. hectori as seen in some recent photos from Riverton Rocks, Southland (Figure 
6.3).  
Set net effort for these close inshore species may have been much higher in 
these rocky environments, indicating a higher level of bycatch. It’s plausible 
there were some localised population declines of dolphin whānau from these 
rocky environments first. Whether this is connected to more dolphins observed 





Figure 6.3: Photos of a small pod of Hector’s dolphins foraging around a rocky kelp environment. Riverton 






6.4 Hui (large gatherings) 
Large groups can be seen in single locations (Cawthorn,1988), which indicates 
there are certain hotspots where pods tend to congregate. Kawhia and Piha 
would certainly be examples. The atmosphere when multiple pods meet up is 
described as:   
The mingling of individuals from previously separate groups tends to 
result in a marked increase in activity. Jumping, lobtailing, bubble-
blowing, body contacts and aggression are all more common when two 
or more groups have just come together, beyond what one would 
expect from the simple increase in number of dolphins present. 
    (p.333. Dawson & Slooten, 1988) 
 
When smaller groups fuse into a larger temporary pod, there is boisterous 
behaviour, chases, leaps, pounces, lobtailing and flirting. Sex is more common 
after groups have joined (Slooten, 1994).  
Groper (hapūka) display a similar pattern of behaviour, as described by 
Kaumātua David Higgins: When groper come close inshore, they go to particular 
places. They come inshore in early summer and form large schools, ‘almost as if 
they were having a reunion. That done, they separate into groups and each 
group goes to its own special place almost as if particular places were reserved 
for particular families’ (p. 69, Tau et al. 1988). There are striking similarities here 
with C. hectori, and whitebait that continue to return to their own whānau 
stream. 
C. hectori (and groper) have hui (gatherings) at traditional places. It is part of 
their culture and it’s also how the genetics of the species remains healthy. This 
hui tradition or ritual is key to their reproductive and genetic success. It prevents 
inbreeding, and keeps the hapū strong and viable, as stepping-stone genetic 
exchange, like a waterfall spreads along the coasts. These smaller pods used to 
all be large hapū pods, so when the series of pods met up before the impact of 
set netting hit, the hui pod must have been huge. 
The reduction in size of the hui pods could be having devastating effects on 




individual was highest in groups of 11 to 15 dolphins, and tended to increase 
after groups came together” (p. 1). She noted that because of this mating 
system, there would be a lot more conceptions in areas where dolphins are 
common, but in areas of lower density, fertilisation rates could be depressed. 
As observed in Banks Peninsula, hui areas can be 30 km apart. Rayment et al 
(2009), suggested that dolphins with home ranges centred around hotspots 
would have little interaction with dolphins of adjacent hotspots. The edge 
effects on shrinking hapū, would mean the gap between adjacent hapū is 
getting increasingly wider, costing more time and energy to travel into less 
familiar territory to meet up. So, with smaller pods, there is likely to be less 
mating, fewer calves, slower reproductive rates, and less hui.  
 
Smaller pods would be slim pickings, when it came to mates, and a whole lot 
less exciting, as less sightings of heightened activity reveals. A recent example 
of small pods meeting up is shown in Figure 6.5. Recovery of small hapū would 
be slow at first, but the rate of recovery would increase as hapū pods grow and 
larger hui (gatherings) form. 
 
 
Figure 6.4: Hui pod, Henderson’s Bay, Riverton, February 2019. Several small groups of Hector’s dolphins 
meeting up and surfing together, several jumps and lots of fusioning. Usually sightings are of one to three 






6.5 Reducing pod sizes 
The small scattered groups of Hector’s dolphins seen today are remnants of 
larger and more densely packed pods, that belonged to hapū numbering in 
hundreds and even thousands in some areas. There has been multiple loss of 
hapū, consecutively along both sides of the North Island. Many parts of the 
South Island are now fragmented, i.e. top of the South, Southland and Otago. 
When observed at a finer scale, from coasts, to regions, and bays, the extent 
and effects of fragmentation become more obvious.   
Results from population studies over time have shown localised decline. Group 
sizes were still large in the 1960s, with large pods of 200-300 C. hectori seen off 
Piha and Kawhia. Sightings of large pods numbered 60-80 in the early 1980s, 
becoming unusual to see from the mid-1980s, becoming smaller still post 2000, 
tapering off to 20-25 around the South Island. This used to be the size of one 
hapū group, not a group of hapū coming together to form a ‘large’ school. The 
large schools have dramatically reduced in size, and this is because the size of 
the hapū groups have reduced in number. 
By the 1970s, it was usual to see small pods; by the 1980s they were comprised 
of two to thirteen dolphins, then two to ten, then two to eight. Many places 
today the usual group size is one to three. Sightings of increasingly smaller 
groups indicate continual decline.  
In 1984, two surveys came up with similar results for population estimates of C. 
hectori in Queen Charlotte Sound. The University of Otago estimated 48 
(Dawson & Slooten, 1988), while Dolphin Watch Marlborough’s data indicated 
40. Fifteen years later, the population estimate had dropped to around 20 
individuals (Slooten et al. 2001; Clement et al. 2000). 
A clearer localised example is from Golden Bay, where there were pod sizes of 
nine, ten and 18 dolphins seen in 2001 (unpublished report; Slooten et al. 2001). 




sightings in Golden Bay have ranged from just one to five dolphins, indicating 
group sizes have declined from the larger population present in 2001.  
A similar situation in declining pod size can be seen by comparing Bräger (1998) 
and Turek’s (2011) population studies on the Moeraki hapū of dolphins. When 
Turek’s more recent findings are compared with the study in the mid-1990s, 
there are about 75% less dolphin sightings.  
Bräger found consistent sightings between Moeraki and Oamaru, but Turek saw 
them around Moeraki and only slightly north. There used to be around 300 
dolphins in this area in the 1970s. There may be as few as 20 individuals (Turek, 
2011). There has been pronounced population decline, and a contraction in 
distribution off Oamaru.  
Nursery pods were still sometimes seen, made up of several mother-calf pairs 
(Dawson & Slooten, 1988), but nothing like the large nursery pods seen in the 
1950s (Graham, 1956). In the 1980s, single sightings were unusual (Cawthorn, 
1988; Dawson & Slooten, 1988), but they became increasingly common, and 
remain common today. 
Antics of C. hectori were often described by people who had seen them. Leaps, 
jumps and lots of activity. By 1973, some observers were saying the dolphins 
rarely jumped. This is another indication of smaller pod sizes and smaller 
populations in general. 
Decrease in group size is likely another indicator of a hapū in decline. How did 
such monumental and fast population loss affect the hapū? What is the effect 
of some hapū being lost indefinitely? What would the original hapū sizes look 
like around the South Island, compared to what we see now?  
It is important to consider these questions in order to envision what thriving 
populations of C. hectori would look like, if we want a genuine recovery of the 
species. Larger group sizes probably had other beneficial functions beyond 
reproduction outputs, such as protection from predators, lower stress levels, 




for nursing females to rest and forage, and more cultural learning for calves. It 
would be worth investigating how significant declining group size is on hapū and 
population decline. 
 
6.7 Cook Strait 
Baker (1978) claimed Hector’s dolphins have never been seen in great numbers 
in Cook Strait, using Hector’s preference for shallow water as a reason. Baker 
described Cook Strait as a deep 870 metre, 36 km gap between the North and 
South Island. Yet he is only referring to a small part of Cook Strait, the part 
where the ferry goes across, the Narrows, not the wider area of Cook Strait, 
which encompasses South Taranaki Bight, Tasman Bay and Golden Bay. Figure 
5.6 shows how much habitat there is out to the 100 metre depth contour. 
 
Figure 6.5: Google Maps showing Cook Strait as both the body of water between Picton and Wellington, 
and the larger area of water between the top of the South and South Taranaki. The line indicates the 100 
metre depth contour (indicative only) (From: https://www.google.com/maps/@-





You can see on many old maps that Cook Strait is the name for the much larger 
area of water between Golden Bay, Tasman Bay and Marlborough Sounds and 
Wellington, Manawatu, Whanganui and South Taranaki. Examples of maps 
showing the extent of Cook Strait are shown in Figure 5.7 from 1832 and 1900. 
 
Figure 6.6: Old maps commonly showed the true extent of Cook Strait Left: New Zealand, 1832. Right: 







Even navigational charts and Google maps show Cook Strait centred between 
South Taranaki and the top of the South. Google maps classifies areas off 
Clifford, Cloudy Bays, the north Outer Sounds, Wellington, Palliser Bay, 
Paraparaumu, Manawatu, Whanganui, South Taranaki, Farewell Spit, north 
D’Urvillle Island as Cook Strait. 
Oliver (1922) and Gaskin (1968) include Cook Strait as also referring to 
Wellington Harbour, Whanganui, Paekakariki, Porirua, Lyall Bay, Tasman Bay 
and Cape Campbell. From the Government Protection of Pelorus Jack II in the 
1940s, Cook Strait included ‘the bays, sounds, and estuaries adjacent thereto’. 
Although the protection was focussed on Pelorus Sound, the wider protection 
put in place indicates the areas adjacent to Cook Strait were important C. hectori 
habitat. Baker may be correct that Hector’s have never been seen in great 
numbers in that part of Cook Strait, but he is incorrect about the wider Cook 
Strait, as multiple scientists have already established Hector’s dolphins being 
common there.  
Although Baker (1978) said Hector’s were never common in Cook Strait, going 
by the above definition, Baker also said they were still often in the Marlborough 
Sounds and although they used to be seen regularly at Paraparaumu, they 
hadn’t been seen there since 1970. This essentially indicates a population 
decline in Cook Strait region too. Baker (1978) said there was ‘no immediate 
cause for alarm’ (p. 333) from available catch records of C. hectori, and that 
rapid decline suggested by both Graham (1953) and Gaskin (1968) ‘cannot be 
substantiated’ (p. 334). The evidence indicates otherwise.  
Fishermen saw Hector’s dolphins between Tasman Bay and Taranaki Bight in 
winter (Gaskin, 1972). Morzer- Bryns (1973) said they were uncommon in the 
deeper parts of Cook Strait, but were often seen inshore from Cloudy Bay to 
Tory Channel. This indicates they were common around the not-so-deep areas 
of Cook Strait, and perhaps not so abundant throughout the rest of the Sounds, 




There is an abundance of suitable dolphin habitat in the wider Cook Strait, as is 
evident in Figure 5.8. It would be interesting to know how abundant C. hectori 
were off Banks Peninsula because of the habitat there. At a glance, it would 
appear there are also large areas of optimal habitat in larger Cook Strait and off 
the Waikato Taranaki areas. There may well have been a multitude of Hector’s 
extending further offshore across the Taranaki Bight, much like the waters off 
Banks Peninsula. 
 
Figure 6.7: C. hectori habitat out to the 100m depth contour (dark blue line).(Map adapted from 
www.nabis.govt.nz). 
 
The body of water between the North and South islands, is connected to a gyre 
that brings in food that triggers the food chain, from plankton to a high diversity 
of cetaceans and other top predators. The water has a high matrix of 
connectivity. It’s easy to travel across, up and down on currents, which could 
have been learned behaviour, cultural knowledge, by dolphins and various 
other species. Māori certainly knew the fastest routes by waka. 
In terms of hapū, and the all-important genetic mixing, Cook Strait may have 
provided a unique situation. Dolphin hapū from the top of the South and 
dolphin hapū from around the Wellington, Whanganui areas would have moved 
into deeper winter feeding grounds, and these grounds would have overlapped 
with each other. This may have provided another form of mixing, across mixing 
in winter, and the usual adjacent hapū mixing in summer. There are still 
questions about why C. hectori at Taranaki, Whanganui, Palliser, Golden and 




they were all connected, moving around each other more, that they literally got 
wiped out? More fishing effort? Or was it likely related to set net fishing starting 
earlier here and happening for longer? Taranaki was known as the set net 
capital of the world, with multiple sequences of nets set over kilometres, as may 
have been the case in Cook Strait. These would have easily and quickly wiped 
out any resident dolphins. All these aspects warrant further investigation. 
There’s a pattern between dolphin decline and fishing effort worth exploring. 
By the 1980s, it was thought that the Canterbury Bight area had the highest 
incidental catch of Hector's dolphin because ‘inshore gillnetting and locally 
abundant Hector's dolphins combine to an extent not seen 
elsewhere’ (Dawson, 1990, p.96). It may have been that a similar scenario 
played out earlier off Cook Strait and the West Coast North Island. This research 
indicates high rates of bycatch in these other areas of spatial overlap, as they 
would have had very high fishing effort too.  
If dolphin decline is a result of high fishing effort, then high fishing effort would 
have been expected to be fairly constant off Canterbury, but also peaking at 
Tasman Bay, Wellington, Whanganui, and North and South Taranaki from the 
1960s on, then moving north along the West Coast. This should be investigated 
to see if the timing of fishing effort matched this and whether the shrinking 
distribution of dolphins correlated with a distribution of catch, and how fishing 
effort related to this. 
The dolphins that once lived in this area, some of the lost hapū, may have been 
the genetic heart of the species, the ones that connected the east and west, 
north and south, and west and north, south and east. As Banks Peninsula is the 
stronghold of the East Coast South Island, the Cook Strait Hector’s dolphins 
were the historical stronghold between the North and the South. The iwi (tribal) 
link between the North and South has been broken. It may regenerate if C. 
hectori around the top of the South, and from the top of the East and West 
coasts are able to naturally migrate northwards. However the commercial 




6.8 Mystery of the white porpoises 
Aotearoa dolphins were called white porpoises for many years, and variations 
thereof, including white-headed porpoises, common white-nosed porpoise, and 
coastal porpoise. Why? We know there were specimens with white faces and 
foreheads that were taken from Cloudy Bay and observed well into the 1900s. 
From Hector’s early sketches, all had white faces; some had white heads, as 
illustrated by Walsh. Reports of white-faced dolphins slowed down from the 
1920s, becoming rare in some places in the 1950s. The general light grey 
colouring of C. hectori can look almost white in black and white photos. There 
were no colour photos, up until the late 1960s (Catherine Hill, personal 
communication, 5 June 2019). This may have contributed to them being called 
‘white’ porpoises, up until relatively recently.    
Early specimens from the West Coast North Island had grey as opposed to white 
foreheads. The differences in colouration, and the hapū framework of the 
species, suggests that C. hectori dolphins with white faces could have been from 
a distinct hapū, with distinct genotypes for this variation in colouration. 
Māui have declined from at least three lineages to one. The East Coast South 
Island used to show descent from nine common ancestors; this has been 
reduced to five (Pichler & Baker 2000). Loss of haplotypes, uniparentally 
inherited makers, are likely to be correlated with loss of certain groups, 
however, colouration would be coded by nuclear genes. If the lost haplotypes 
are indicating hapū loss, (which is quite plausible), then traits particular to those 
hapū (like white faces), could also be lost. The nuclear genetics for the white 
faces may be in some of these lost lineages. 
In these earlier areas of fishing effort, where dolphins potentially got removed 
faster and earlier than in other areas around the country, white-faced dolphins, 
so prevalent in the earlier literature, may have been removed. The passenger 
service from Wellington to Nelson was the main course of interisland travel in 




along these routes, with white faces once belonging in Cook Strait and possibly 
Tasman Bay.  
From former abundance in the wider Cook Strait, Nelson, Wellington, Palliser 
Bay, all areas where dolphins are rare today, the genotype(s) for the white faces 
may have belonged in some of these areas. It is unlikely all this collective 
information, with the same descriptions, was a confusion that got ironed out in 
time. Could there be any remnant genetics for the white faces in what remains 
in the few dolphins left around the top of the South today? If so, this would be 
one of the many reasons for doing everything possible to conserve those 
individuals, at such a crucial part of the history of the species. 
If the objective of Aotearoa dolphin conservation planning is to restore full 
distribution, including connectivity between different major areas (north to 
south, east to west), the Cook Strait area is critical. Historical fishing practices 
that resulted in fragmentation would need to be changed if historical 





Chapter 7: Conclusions 
 
 
This significant collection and summary of historical information is important 
for our understanding of Aotearoa dolphins. The cumulative weight of these 
historical records, since the 18th century is testament to the former abundance 
and nationwide distribution of C. hectori in Aotearoa.  
 
They were once the most common dolphin species seen in New Zealand waters. 
They lived in large pods, numbering at times in the hundreds, not the pod sizes 
of one to three individuals we usually see today. They used to dominate the 
inshore, compared to other dolphin species, and were seen often in estuaries 
and up rivers.  
 
Multiple sources reinforce this information over decades, with observations of 
changes over time coinciding. The sources provide strength through the 
consistency of truthful scientific observations and high-quality reporting; the 
decline in C. hectori is evident over time. The historical records reinforce 
population modelling that has estimated a historical population size of fifty 
thousand Aotearoa dolphins. 
 
To briefly summarise trends over time, from the 1800s, C. hectori were being 
used as target practice. They were still hunted occasionally for mahinga kai. 
International scientists were seeking specimens for European museums. The 
vast majority of sources say the same thing: C. hectori were common. There 
were more than 50,000, (50,000 was the estimate for 1970). 
 
People living in the 1930s were used to seeing Hector’s and Māui dolphins at 
the coast. They were the most commonly encountered dolphin species. 
Throughout the 1940s there were still well-established pods of Hector’s 






During the 1960s, Common and Dusky dolphins became more common than 
Hector’s and Māui. Bycatch was prevalent from the 1970s on, especially of 
juvenile dolphins. Hapū began to vanish off North and South Taranaki, and top 
of the South.  
 
Since the 1970s, New Zealanders’ attitudes towards dolphins began changing 
and they were regarded with more reverence by a larger proportion of the 
population compared to the earlier days of shooting dolphins for fun and taking 
them as bait. Nowadays it is considered fun and special to just see them. 
 
By the 1980s, decent sized pods were no longer seen off Palliser, Hawke’s Bay, 
Wairarapa, Whānganui, Kawhia or Piha. By the year 2000, Māui were classified 
as ‘Critically Endangered’ and Hector’s ‘Endangered’ by the IUCN. Early genetic 
studies shed more light on just how much C. hectori have declined. 
 
There is no doubt that set netting killed C. hectori along Aotearoa coastlines, 
decimating populations. When one understands the nature and scale of how 
nets were set, in multiple sequences, many kilometres long, taking up most of 
the water column, with nets often left out for long periods, it easy to imagine 
how localised extinction of C. hectori occurred in areas of high fishing effort.  
  
Very little information on threats other than commercial and recreational 
bycatch was available up until the 1990s. A major reason why not as many 
dolphins are being caught today compared to the 1970s and 1980s is that most 
of the dolphins have already been caught in nets. With a much smaller 
population size, there are fewer dolphins left to be caught. These lower levels 
of bycatch are certainly no cause for complacency in conservation.  
 
A key finding of this thesis is how abundant Aotearoa dolphins once were in 
Cook Strait, including all adjacent areas. This was the historical heart of C. 
hectori, the original stronghold, but they have now been largely lost from the 




remnants remaining in the very few numbers of dolphins living around Nelson, 
Abel Tasman, Golden Bay and the outer Marlborough Sounds. These few 
individuals are probably the key to the future survival of the Māui population, 
and the rebuilding of the east to west connection.  
 
Figures 7.1 and 7.2 show how the historical template for C. hectori has changed 
over time before the impact of set netting, and after. Key descriptors for the 
different time periods, bycatch, and other characterising factors are included. 
Earlier time periods, that predate the impact of set netting are displayed in 
Figure 7.1 and include 1800s, 1900s-1910s, 1920s-1930s, 1940s-1950s.   
 
 Figure 7.2 displays how the distribution and abundance has changed during the 
decades, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. They were the most dominant dolphin 
species around Aotearoa up until the 1960s. Rivers, estuaries and harbours 
were characteristic of their habitat until the 1980s. Seasonality was not 
observed until the 1970s, indicating reduced food resources inshore. The impact 
of set netting and the resulting bycatch, dolphin decline and local extirpation of 






















Figure 2.1: A timeline summary of how the historical templates for C. hectori have changed and been 
impacted over time, before the impact of set netting. Time periods are (a)1800s, (b) 1900s-1910s, (c) 1920s-







Figure 3.2: A timeline summary of how the historical templates for C. hectori have changed and been 
impacted over time, during widespread plastic set net use around Aotearoa. Time periods are (a) 1960s, (b) 






While the information that informs the historical template raises many 
questions and theories, we conclude that:   
 
1. C. hectori was once the most common dolphin species seen around 
Aotearoa, New Zealand. 
2. Estuaries, lagoons and rivers were historically much more important 
foraging areas, compared to their current common habitat around river 
mouths. 
3. Group sizes of both hapū and hui pods were historically much larger. 
4. Net fishing (commercial and recreational) has removed tens of 
thousands of C. hectori and is by far the greatest human-induced threat 
to have ever impacted the species. 
5. Māui dolphins were historically bigger than today, and in general are 
bigger compared to their southern counterparts.  
6. C. hectori hapū have been removed by commercial net fishing and lost 
from most of their range around the North Island, including areas: 
Hauraki Gulf, Bay of Islands, Hawkes Bay, Wairarapa, Palliser Bay, Kapiti, 
Whanganui, South Taranaki, North Taranaki, Kawhia and Piha. 
7. Some of these hapū began being reduced in large numbers from the 
1960s onwards. 
8. The lost hapū and resulting loss of Hector’s/Māui dolphins in the Cook 
Strait area may explain the absence of white-faced C. hectori so 
prevalent in early literature; 
9. C. hectori were formerly abundant in the wider Cook Strait, including 
Tasman Bay; 
10. The regular formation of larger hui pods, made up of several smaller 
whānau and hapū groups may be traditional, and essential for 
population growth and viability; and 
11. Hapū are still declining. There has been such decline to the extent that 
hapū have largely disappeared. The remnants shrink into the nearest 





7.1 Patterns of decline 
There are several patterns in lowering abundance and indicators of decline. 
These include: decrease in population estimates over time (in all areas except 
the East Coast South Island); declining group sizes of both the hapū and hui 
pods; increased seasonality; irregular sightings; sightings of single dolphins; and 
changes in distribution dominance of other dolphin species. 
 
When dolphins stop being seen all year round, this is an early indication of hapū 
decline. As decline progresses, seasonality becomes more noticeable, with 
smaller pod sizes, and fewer dolphins being noticed.  
 
Another indication of decline is contracting distribution. In the case of Māui, 
what used to be a distribution that extended around the entire North Island 
shrunk progressively until they were regularly seen along the West Coast only, 
with alongshore distribution shrinking progressively from Whanganui, South 
Taranaki, North Taranaki, Kawhia to Kaipara in the 1990s; and then to Kawhia, 
Manukau to Raglan.  
 
There have been multiple extirpations of alongshore hapū, from populations 
that were already near local extinction. Distribution is further shrinking towards 
the mouth of the Manukau Harbour. This indicates harbour habitat may be key 
to survival. This is where the last genetic hearts beat of the last Māui hapū.  
 
Another layer to the pattern of decline is the shifting distribution and 
dominance of other dolphin species. By the mid-1980s, C. hectori was no longer 
common around the top of the South Island (Dawson & Slooten, 1988). Dusky 
dolphins became the most common species in the Cook Strait to Banks 








Signs of decline that have been identified in Aotearoa dolphins are:   
● Progression of reducing hapū, group size; 
● Declining sizes of larger, temporary hui pods. Group size reducing over 
time indicates decline of hapū; 
● Larger aggregations becoming less commonly observed; 
● Sightings becoming irregular, dolphins are not seen at all in some years 
and some areas; 
● Ranges of populations contracting over time, indicates localised extinction 
of hapū along the edges of their distribution; 
● Seasonality becoming more obvious; 
● Lack of, or very small nursery pods; 
● Regular sightings of single dolphins – a sign of near extirpation of a pod; 
and 
● Lack of activity, jumps, leaps, flirtations. 
 
These signs of decline, in reverse, can in turn be indicators of health for dolphin 
hapū, and show what we could expect to see when hapū are recovering. These 
positive indications are displayed in Appendix 4: Positive Indicators for Healthy 
and Recovering Dolphin Hapū. 
 
In order to reverse the trend of decline, it’s essential to know the history of 
threats and the impacts they had. This collection of work helps resolve and 
prevent problems caused by shifting baselines, setting conservation goals and 
standards higher, providing a clear pathway to population recovery. 
 
The information reviewed in this thesis has important implications for 
management. The consideration of hapū, and importance of traditional hui may 
be tantamount to conservation and species recovery. The smaller hapū groups 
rely on meeting up with other hapū for the benefits of higher fertility rates, 
genetic diversity and viability. There is obvious increase in sexual activity, only 






Figure 7.3: Active group of Hector’s dolphins, Queen Charlotte Sound. (Image: Rob Pine). 
 
Although there is no evidence presented that calving rates have declined, the 
interruption of the natural mating pattern that relies on large groups is cause 
for concern. This could be the means for maintaining genetic diversity. 
Reproductive rates could potentially be compromised. These aspects to C. 
hectori may be fundamental and key to their population growth.  
 
We will know when C. hectori are thriving again when we observe the things 
generations before us used to see, when we see large pods of Hector’s and Māui 
close to the coast, year-round. We will see small whānau groups grow into larger 
hapū, and see the gathering of hui pods grow larger. We will see Hector’s and 
Māui dolphins a lot more active, with multiple antics, jumping, and sexual 
positioning. Nursery groups will be noticeable, growing larger with each year. 
We may be able to hear mothers calling to their calves again. We will see groups 
of sleeping ‘porpoises’. There will be sightings every day, not isolated, or 
interannual. We will see hapū spreading out, expanding, and increasing their 




again. If we don’t put in meaningful changes to try and restore the species back 
to the historical template, the trends of population decline, localised extinctions 
and increased fragmentation will continue. 
 
 
7.2 Future research 
 
This thesis raises many questions. There are still grey areas in our understanding 
of the species. There are whole hapū now absent in the management approach 
– Taranaki, Whanganui to Cook Strait, East Coast South Island. Were they 
Hector’s or Māui, or entirely other subspecies? Do these lost hapū somehow fit 
in with earlier observations and descriptions of white porpoises? How did this 
loss of hapū around middle NZ affect the development of the subspecies status 
of Māui? Is declining group size a statistically significant indicator of hapū and 
population decline? 
The use of ‘porpoises’ for oil and leather is worth investigating. There will be 
more information in early ship logs, whaling records, and from lighthouse 
keepers. 
Mahinga kai, or traditional resource gathering by Māori, and other traditional 
ecological knowledge has been collected and will be discussed in greater detail 
elsewhere. More consultation and research is required to learn how common 
the hunting of dolphins was; it most likely differed greatly between Māori iwi 
and hapū. There is more to be learnt from middens. 
 
So far, attempts to locate the archival footage of Hector’s dolphins at Golden 
Bay, as well as photos of large pods at Piha/Kawhia have been unsuccessful; 
they exist and it is hoped they will be located with time and more searching. 
There is no doubt more supporting information is to be found by searching 
additional archives, notebooks, diaries, collections and unpublished 
manuscripts. There are many more people to talk to. This work is a beginning 




Further research would help to determine use of Cook Strait, former habitat, 
and the process of decline and genetic characteristics of those dolphins. It will 
also illuminate how shooting dolphins and taking them for bait changed. Usage 
of river and estuarine habitat appears to have declined. Seasonal movement 
was noticed by some observers, but not others.  
 
It would be good to disentangle the impact of land reclamation, degraded river 
quality, decreased flow, and reduced biodiversity on C. hectori in order to better 
understand and inform conservation recovery.  
 
Investigations into how ecological changes have impacted on C. hectori is 
warranted. Changes in trophic structure and energy pathways may explain 
some of the changes seen in historical abundance and distribution. 
Developments in genetics and new analyses of the archaeological record will 
continue to add insights. 
 
This historical data, together with fishing effort will be a powerful tool in refining 
our understanding of where Hector’s and Māui once were common, where they 
still exist today, what caused population declines etc. The sighting and stranding 
data are valuable, and if properly incorporated into management models, would 
help define and prioritise conservation targets. 
 
Although it appears C. hectori have been the most dramatically effected by net 
fishing, other marine mammals have also been subject to high levels of bycatch. 
Research into how distribution and abundance of other native NZ dolphin 








The decline of C. hectori, the most common dolphin species around Aotearoa, 
is almost certainly totally due to bycatch in set net fisheries.  
Set net bycatch alone explains their decline (Dawson & Slooten, 2005). The 
threat is still large for what remains of C. hectori around Aotearoa. Dolphin 
decline is still occurring around most coastlines, rather than dolphin recovery, 
as much habitat remains unprotected.  
 
Although trawling pales in comparison to set nets, there are still bycatch issues 
with trawling that need to be addressed.  The threat is often downplayed, as 
the chance of catching dolphins in one tow is low, yet there is very high fishing 
effort throughout NZ, with many thousands of tows every year (Dawson & 
Slooten, 2005). Historical and current trawl bycatch is evident in official records, 
personal interviews, and databases. Trawling is an impact that needs 
quantifying.  
 
In order to reverse the process of dolphin decline, the only way forward for 
Hector’s and Māui dolphins numbers to grow again as a species is to completely 
remove plastic set netting from all the areas where they used to reside. 
Thousands of dolphins have been caught in set nets. Unless we remove set nets 
from their home, further decline is inevitable. There is an urgent need to 
safeguard and protect the remnants of the dolphins that remain. They are all 
that is left to work with in order to get them to thrive again. 
 
The benefits of transitioning away from set nets are many: zero protected 
species bycatch; less fish will be wasted; and there will be rejuvenation of 
inshore ecosystems which have also been depleted. Hector’s and Māui 
dolphins, and the inshore ecosystem will have the opportunity to recover and 
thrive. As a nation we love seeing dolphins at every opportunity. Tourism 
opportunities abound and already add substantial wealth to the NZ economy 




transitioning to safer, more selective commercial fishing methods makes good 
sense. 
 
River and estuarine ecosystem health needs consideration, research and 
restoration. It’s a key feature of the historical template. These areas are key for 
spawning fish, nurseries, carbon sinks, and more. Higher biodiversity in these 
areas would be a sign of a regenerated inshore ecosystem, and it would mean 
more fish as well as more dolphins. Pollution and disease are potential risks that 
require investigation. 
 
It is important to understand further the way the species is structured into hapū. 
This is vital to understand the structure and processes involved for the reversal 
of decline. How important it is for hapū groups to meet up with others is key to 
their survival. These smaller population units need to be incorporated into 
management and conservation expectations. The genetic connections between 
adjacent hapū are vital to the health of the species as a whole. If removal of 
fishing threats was enabled, we could expect recovery of small hapū to be slow 
at first, but the rate of recovery may increase as hapū pods grow and larger hui 
(gatherings) form. There are large gaps in C. hectori distribution today. It is 
important to try and reverse the trend of fragmentation. It is really important to 
try to gather updated estimates for finer subpopulation scales, rather than just 
larger regional areas. 
 
There has been a decline in dolphin hapū in all areas around Aotearoa. Most of 
the existing hapū of Hector’s dolphins are displaying some, if not all of the traits 
of decline. There are gaps in the genetic chain across the top of the South, and 
northwards from here to Māui. There is also a fragment missing between the 
Otago and Southland populations. A precautionary approach to management is 
essential, as many dolphin hapū are dangerously low in numbers.  
 
The dolphin exhibition produced as part of the creative component has 




for the dolphin exhibition to travel, not just to other regional museums, but 
perhaps libraries, universities, and other temporary spaces. The exhibition could 
be digitised, and an online presence developed, connecting with and reaching 
much wider audiences. It is also important to continue building on community 
engagement, so the exhibition can be used to continue to collect peoples’ 
stories and memories. It would be wonderful to revive the concept of Music 4 
Māui, making the dolphins more relevant to the current and future generations.  
 
Public awareness of the value of these dolphins has grown exponentially over 
the last decade. This plays an important and vital role in their protection via 
support for policy changes. Projects that combine creativity with science are 
powerful communicators and engagers, becoming even more potent when in 
partnership with iwi. It is hoped this work will help grow indigenous approaches 
and engagement with regards to C. hectori restoration.  
 
Dolphin conservation needs to move beyond monitoring the decline of an 
endangered species, to dolphin restoration. If the fishing industry could start 
taking ownership and responsibility for the depletion of Aotearoa dolphins, and 
supporting the transition to reverse the trend of continual decline; then the 
rebuilding and re-establishment of dolphin populations and hapū could begin. 
In the face of climate change, there is even greater need to build resilience in 
Aotearoa dolphins. This will also benefit fish stocks and so many other marine 
taonga species. 
 
Conservation goals should be restorative to the historical template, and pre-
fisheries impacts, centred around what C. hectori used to be like before the 
1970s, not what was left of C. hectori by the 1980s or the year 2000. That is how 
shifting baselines allow conservation standards to drop, and industry to 
continue.  
 
We should be planning for the recovery and re-establishment of lost hapū 




Tasman Bay and Pelorus Sound, rather than ignore the historical distribution. It 
is interesting to know that acoustic detecting devices (C-PODS) deployed off 
Taranaki reveal C. hectori are still regularly present in North Taranaki, visiting 
beaches south of New Plymouth, yet rarely sighted (Nelson and Radford, 2019). 
 
There is hope that science-based conservation measures will result in true 
population recovery, with noticeable results, i.e., increased sightings, more 
calves, sightings in ‘new’ areas.  
 
Management plans and decisions need to consider the historical habitats and 
lost hapū and begin implementing changes that start restoring Māui and 
Hectors dolphins back to their former glory. Every failure to prevent Māui 
dolphins from more bycatch deaths makes restoration towards the historical 
template more difficult.  
 
‘Precautionary principles’ are not unreasonable in the face of sub-species 
extinction, and further localised extirpation of Hector’s dolphins. The main 
human modification that stands in the way of restoration to the historical state 
is the use of set nets in C. hectori habitat. 
 
C. hectori are unique to Aotearoa. They are such characters, pouncing on each 
other, choosing to hang out with humans in the surf, they squeal when excited, 
accompanying boats. Their excitement when smaller pods come together to 
form a larger pod, is evident, with lots of activity and mating. They can be cheeky 







Figure 7.4: Surfing at Trees, Colac Bay, with Hector’s dolphins. (Image: Gemma McGrath).  
 
‘E Pahu, me ora mau tonu ana koe a o tatou tini akau tai’. 
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Appendix 1: Sources of historical observations on abundance and 
distribution of Hector’s/Māui dolphins. 
 
Observations of C. hectori in historical order; including source, date, areas and other 
relevant information pertaining to distribution and abundance. 
 



















“Offshore, at some distance from the land, you 
can see many whales and white porpoises 
feeding” (p. 168). 
  




























Quotes information on whales and white 
porpoises from 1783, reiterating there are still  





















“…dolphins, porpoises…usually observed during 







(Blind Bay is 
an older 
name). 
 “…numerous porpoises gambolling very near 
the shore” (v. 4 typescript).  
 
 




“A path cut through the tussocky grass, conducts 
to the seat, from which Old Neptune, the 
porpoises, and the Kaikorai Beach can be 
surveyed with much satisfaction” (p. 16). 
 
“There is a certain favourite Brighton spot, which 
we recommend to the notice of Otago riflemen, 
as combining utility with amusement. It can be 
carried on while lady relatives and friends are 
inhaling the breezes on the Parade, or 
superintending the juvenile excavations on the 
sands. Let the marksman sit at either side of the 
boat-harbour on a fine day, at high tide, and he 
will soon see a shoal of porpoises, at which if he 
is quick, he will be able to get a fair shot. The 
bodies of these tenants of the deep, when hit 
can be recovered at low tide, and considerable 








Account of observing Maōri hunting and eating a 










“They spring from the water, turn with a curve in 
the air, and plunge in again in exactly the manner 
in which we see porpoises jumping alongside 
steamers on the coast’ (p. 492). 
Chapman describes: the jumping of calves, which 
indicates plenty of C. hectori in Cook Strait and 
the Marlborough Sounds. 
 “The similitude is exact; indeed, at a certain 
season I have seen in Cook Strait baby-porpoises, 
no bigger than penguins, jumping exactly like 
them, and in the Sounds I have mistaken 
penguins for young porpoises” (p. 492). 
 















There is a whole skeleton in the collection, which 
was harpooned outside Wellington Harbour. 






















“Appears to be common in Cook’s Straits, at least 
during the summer months” (p. 436). 
 
Added a second smaller whole Hector’s dolphin 
skeleton to the national collection. 
 
“It was shot from the deck of the Colonial 
Government S.S. Luna, at Cape Campbell. The 
vessel was at anchor under shelter of the Cape 
during an official inspection of the lighthouse; 
and a large schul of these porpoises, as they are 
commonly called, kept tempting fate till two 
















fishes of New 
Zealand). 
Otago. Pilchard (Herring), visit Otago every year in 
February and March.  
 
“On the last occasion it was observed that the 
shoal was migrating southwards, and extended 
as far as the eye could reach, followed by a 
multitude of Gulls, Mutton Birds, Barracoota, 














“Common in Cook Strait, and on the West Coast 
as far south as Jackson Bay, travelling in large 
schools” (p. 161). 
 
“The most commonly cast up of any of the 













“Abundant all around the coasts of New 












“The ‘current’ porpoise of the ‘puffing pig’ as he 
is called, is only seen in bays and estuaries, and 
is much shorter than the common porpoise with 
a bluff ugly head. Fishermen sometimes capture 
these creatures in their nets. I have never seen 
more than four or five together in one place. 
They are not common around our coasts”, (p. 
188; McKillop, 2019).  
 
The common porpoise he is referring to was 
dusky dolphins, which were the most common in 
the Tasman. 
 







Obtained a specimen of C. hectori off Otto Finsch 









“The common dolphin of the coast” (p. 209).  
 
Large schools frequent the coast, common. 
 










Schools of porpoises off Rangitata river mouth 








“Abundant around the coast of New Zealand” 
(p.59). 
 
“The porpoise is gregarious and frequents the 





“Nose and forehead white” (p.59). 
 





Photo of child sitting on a dead Hector’s dolphin, 
















Hansen gives excellent details on his ‘friends’ the 
porpoises’, who he has “harpooned many…with 
the young in all stages of development within 
them” (p. 2).   
 
“favourite feeding, breeding and playing 
ground” and “frequent the bay in thousands all 
year round” (p. 2). 
 
The sound and sight of them breathing can easily 
be seen and heard. 
 
“Albinos and piebalds occur among porpoises, 
but they are very rare” (p. 2). 











































“It is the porpoise that is found abundantly in the 





“The dolphin has not been recorded south of 
Cook Strait” (p. 17),  -indicates only Hector’s are 
abundant around the South Island. 
 









“Our species (of porpoise) -Cepalorhynchus 
hectori-…” 
 
“Every one who has travelled up and down the 
coast, and most who have sat by the rocks 
overlooking the open ocean, are familiar with 
the schools of porpoise which are so common in 
these southern seas” (p. 52). 
 
 
Author has seen few whales and dolphins, but 
numerous porpoises. Usually from 5 ft to 7 ft (1.5  











“It is not an uncommon sight, however, to see 
porpoises close in, and frequently they have 
been known actually to mingle with the bathers 
at the Rocks. More than one swimmer has been 
startled by the sudden appearance of the dorsal 
fin of a porpoise, rolling languidly in the surf. 






Oliver, 1922. New 
Zealand. 
“The common white nosed porpoise, never seen 











Abundant around the coast of New Zealand. 
Gregarious, frequents coast, never going far 


























The period of impact on Hector’s dolphin is well 
defined as set net fisheries in New Zealand 
began in the late 1920s. 






“Swarms of porpoises” (p. 16) regularly patrolled 





















“Porpoises are plentiful, and the dolphin 










“Schools of porpoises are fairly common about 









Photo of Pelorus Jack II (the second) a black and 
pale grey porpoise.  




“White Headed dolphin” is “one of the common 
NZ species”,”nose and forehead pure white” (p.  
133)– 1.2 metres. 
Another species Hector’s dolphin, blackish on 








“Porpoises are most active in Pelorus Sound just 







“Three porpoises allowed passengers of one 
launch to roll them over by their dorsal fins. They 


















“No person shall take or attempt to take any 
porpoise of the species commonly known as the 
white porpoise (Cephalorhynchus hectori) in the 
waters of Cook Strait, including the bays, sounds, 
and estuaries adjacent thereto…” 
 
Protection for C. hectori was in place up until 

















“…the coast dolphin.” 
 
Pelorus Jack II was “clearly an example of the 
coast dolphin (Cephalorhynchus hectori)” (p. 1).  
 
The ‘white variety’ of the ‘coastal porpoise’.  
“…a well-defined form of C. hectori exists in the 
neighbourhood of Cook Strait” (p. 4).  
 
This ‘piebald form’ is less common than the 
common C. hectori. 
 
Describes Hector’s dolphins in the 
neighbourhood of Cook Strait, from Wairau Bay 
(Cloudy Bay) to Pelorus Sound, as a white variety 
of coastal porpoise.  Proposed a subspecies 
bicolour, pied, piebald but doesn’t compare or 
describe earlier descriptions. 
General colour is very pale grey above, white 
below, with patches of black colour that extend 






Otago. Observed Hector’s dolphin around the Otago 














“Schools always seen close to the coastline.” 
 
Their antics have been “described by many 
sailors, explorers, naturalists and fishermen”.  
 
Porpoises off Otago are C. hectori. and are often 
seen feeding on vast shoals of Sprats, Pilchard 
and Barracouta. 
Schools of Bottlenose dolphins are much smaller 








A Pelorus Sound local writes in 1956 that “none 
have been sighted in recent years” (letter to F.C. 







“Sir Robert Falla (pers. comm.) Director of the 
Dominion Museum has received a colour movie 
film taken at Golden Bay in 1956 of children 





and 1961.  
Powell, 
1961. 
Auckland. “…seen in small schools in coastal waters.” 
 
Common dolphins are more common. Black 








































sporadic reports from most parts of New Zealand 
 
Only common in certain areas – Banks Peninsula 
to top of the South and as far south as Hokitika 
on the West Coast.  Also, north on West Coast of 
the North Island, becoming scarcer north of Cape 
Egmont.  
 
Saw personally in winter off Greymouth River 
bar and Kaikōura harbour.  
 
Common dolphins are now the commonest 
dolphin seen around New Zealand 
Dusky dolphins are now more common than 
Hector’s from Cook Strait to Banks Peninsula.  
 
Specimens added to Museums in the 40s and 
50s. Hector’s dolphins from Westport, Okarito, -
West Coast; New Brighton, Sumner, Woodend, 
Hakatere River (Ashburton) - Canterbury and 
Nelson.  
 
‘An inshore species, often penetrating some 




Piha Reports and photographs from local commercial 
& recreational fishermen off Piha. 
 
Large pod of 180 sighted. 
January 
1968 to 
June 1969 - 
sightings 





6 February 1970 Four Hector’s dolphins (2 male, 
2 female) captured in Cloudy Bay and flown to 
















Sightings of C. hectori. These are of the lighter 
variety (as described by Oliver, 46) apparently 
the darker variety is becoming rarer. 
 
High percentage of sightings made in the muddy 
outfalls of rivers. Average group size – 3-4. 
 
Most sightings recorded from northern parts of 
the South Island.  
 
A few small groups, pods of up to 6 dolphins, 
appear annually on West Coast of North Island, 
Kawhia -  
Hauraki Gulf, 4 animals, (36 30’S; 175 E). 
School of 20 at Westport. 
 
Local fishermen who work the Wairau River 
mouth area see the dolphins almost every day, 
especially Spring, summer. In winter, dolphins 



























Species sighted in October and November only, 
to the north of Marlborough Sounds and in Cook 
Strait. Cook Strait only worked in October, 
November, March and June. 
 
Didn’t agree with Gaskin. Species wasn’t 




Early 1970s (Baker, 1972) Northern 
half of South 
Island 
 
Common around northern half of South Island.  
 
Has been reported from Hauraki Gulf, Kawhia 






the Bay of 
Islands 
Inshore coastal species often found in muddy or 
discoloured water seaward of river mouths. 
 
Hector’s dolphins are more widely spread than 
previously thought. 
 

































Only common in the vicinity of Cook Strait and 
Tasman Bay, and on the adjacent East and West 
coasts for about 100 miles north of the Strait and 
200 miles south.  
 
Often penetrating some distance into the 
Clarence, Wairau and Grey River estuaries, into 
the Marlborough Sounds as far as Picton and 
Pelorus and is also seen close to Nelson.  
They are nearly always found close to the 
cement works at Cape Foulwind, Westport and 
off the mouth of the Whanganui River. Dr. R.A. 
Falla, former Director of the Dominion Museum. 
 
Personally saw Hector’s off the Grey river bar, in 
Wellington Harbour and Palliser Bay, near Port 
Underwood and Cloudy Bay, off the mouth of the 
Clarence River and Banks Peninsula, in the 
Marlborough Sounds at several localities and at 
Kaikōura. Many small schools are seen very 
frequently in Kaikōura.  
 
From whale survey observations of 1963-64, 
fairly common on West Coast down to Jackson 
Bay. 
As the shoreline becomes sheerer, Hector’s 
become rarer.  
Less common around North Island. Rare visitors 
to Hawkes Bay according to Marineland staff. No 
info on distribution north of Cape Egmont. 
 
Fishermen saw them between Tasman Bay and 





‘One interesting point is that while most 
cetacean avoid turbid water, hectori’s 
characteristic fin can sometimes be seen 
breaking the surface of dirty brown water in the 
Marlborough Sounds when the sea had been 








Hector’s dolphin caught in set net, sent to 
Amsterdam 
 

































Observations of (Hector’s/Māui) dolphins in and 
about river bars and elsewhere. They are being 
sighted around at Greymouth and Westport, off 
Kawhia Harbour, Paraparaumu Beach, Pigeon 
Bay, Banks Peninsula, and Rakaia River Bar. 
Hector’s dolphins are seen all year around 
Kaikōura and coast, Lyttelton Harbour, Port Levy 
and Akaroa Harbour. They are known to be off 
Cape Campbell, Cloudy Bay, the Marlborough 
Sounds and Tasman Bay. 
 
On the West Coast, they range between Hokitika 
and Westport. No strandings are known south of 
Hokitika, but this stretch of coast is very isolated 
and has few observers.  
 
The paucity of records from some areas may 
reflect absence of observers on some parts of 
the coast. 
 
There is a recent sighting of 3 white dolphins 
seen off Castlepoint. 
 
Accompany fishing boats out of Akaroa Harbour, 
occasionally following out to 80m. (Mr  
Beaumont, Akaroa Fisheries; pers. Comm.) 




 Harbour. Personally, observed regularly escort 
boats about Lyttelton and also by D. Helps  
Port Levy, Banks Peninsula, pers. Comm) and 
Captain Wood (Lyttelton Harbour Board,  
pers.comm.). 
 
They haven’t been seen yet in Timaru and Otago 
harbours. 
Occasional groups south to Otago and Foveaux 
Strait. 
Not frequent along East coast north Island.  
 
They appear to be uncommon in the deeper 
parts of Cook Strait, but are often seen inshore 
from Cloudy Bay to Tory Channel. 
 
They rarely jump and only when escorting boats 
or when playing near them. 
 
Two strandings have occurred near Wanganui. 
There are photos of recently stranded dolphins 
from New Brighton, Christchurch and Palliser 
Bay, Wellington. 
 
There could be two more or less separate 
populations on the east and west coasts, 
although the most consistent occurrences are 
south of the Cook Strait narrows – Cloudy Bay, 
Clifford Bay.  
 
Hector’s dolphin inhabits ‘green’ and muddy 
waters and has been seen by the author up to 
two nautical miles (3km) from land, and only 
occasionally to five miles (8km). 
 
They are rare in collections, may not strand as 
readily as other dolphins, may be more adapted 





The greatest depth seen 60m, but they have an 
obvious preference for shallow depths often in 
















Normally seen only in the Marlborough Sounds 
and nowhere else in the world. 
 
 ‘The only Hector’s dolphin I have seen in Hawkes 
Bay was dead – caught in a set net. It was one of 
a herd of 11. I knew that fishermen in the bay 
had been seeing black and white dolphins for five 
weeks, but as luck would have it my first sight of 
the beautiful creatures was in death.’ p. 76 
Sightings and accidental catchings have been 
made at the lower end of the South Island during 
winter which suggests that some are at least 
resident there’.   
Robson also recorded several sightings from the 
Wairarapa Coast, Firth of Thames, Foxton and 
large groups off Piha:  
A group of 5 Hector’s seen during the summer 
months in the Firth of Thames.  
Sightings still occurring at Piha, backed up by 
more recent photographs, also in Jan & Feb.  One 
herd was estimated to consist of 180 animals.   
Two sightings of the species have been reported 
by Mr Ted Williams of P. North off the Wairarapa 
Coast both in mid-Summer. 
On the 19th Dec 1977 a number of sightings have 
been reported of small groups of Hector’s 
swimming just behind the breaking surf. 
On 23rd of Jan 1978, John Bolton and his family 
had the opportunity to play with three Hector’s 
(two adults & a juvenile) at Waitarere Beach, 
south of Foxton while standing in waist-deep 
water.  The juvenile persisted in coming back to 
play and allowed itself to be stroked on the back 




superintendent of reserves in Palmerston North.  
Report by Mr “Ted” Williams.  City engineer P.N.” 
 




























Ranges from Bay of Islands to Foveaux Strait.  
Most abundant between Cloudy Bay and Banks 
Peninsula, common in the centre of its range.  
 
Recent records include sightings off Whale 
Island, Bay of Plenty, Jackson’s Bay and Te 
Waewae Bay.  
 
Hector’s dolphins were regularly seen at 
Paraparaumu between 1960 and 1970 by beach 
front residents, just beyond the surf zone. None 
have been seen there for the past 5 years.  
 
Seen off and on in New Plymouth since 1973.  
 
Distribution and habitat make it particularly 
susceptible to accidental capture, extensive set 
net and trawl fishery off East Coast SI, where 
dolphins are most common.  
Observed following trawl nets. Incidental catch 
in the South Island east Coast elephantfish and 
Moki gillnet fishery, and bottom trawl fishery. In 
two separate instances, 4 and 3 individuals were 
taken in trawl nets during one shot. 3 taken as 
bycatch off Milford Sound in 1977. No 
immediate cause for alarm from catch records. 
 
Often in muddy or discoloured waters seaward 
of estuaries and deep inlets, such as the 
Marlborough Sounds.  
 
Usually swims in schools of 2 – 8 individuals, 
larger aggregations of 20 or more reported very 
occasionally. One exceptional school of 200-300 










Small localised population of Hector’s consisting 
of several discrete schools. 
 
12 – 20 Hector’s dolphins caught per year in 
commercial and amateur set nets, mainly around 
Banks Peninsula and to a lesser extent Taranaki. 
 
1970s Russell, 1999 North Island 
 
 
Sightings were spread along both 
coasts, Auckland and Coromandel south, right 
around the Wellington Coast.  
59% of sightings were between Manakua and 
Cape Egmont.  
26% were from Cape Egmont to Cape Palliser.  
15% were from East Coast North Island.  
75% of all strandings are in north Taranaki.  
The most strandings reported were four in 
1979.  
 
Sightings in the past implied 
the distribution around most of the North Island, 
but on closer examination, sighting locations 
are isolated and the distribution is clumped to 
the West Coast.  
 
Late 1970s Lockley 1979 New Zealand ‘Often numerous in shallow water in New 
Zealand where it can be too tame, getting into 
fishermen’s nets, even swimming among human 
bathers’. 








Reported catch Female Hector’s set net, 
Waiheke Island, Hauraki Gulf, October, 1980. 
Observed unreported catches: 
May 1980-May 1981 6 in set net fisheries off 
Banks Peninsula 
120 -150 (estimated maximum) in deep set nets 
off Kaikōura (total likely includes Dusky and 











‘The New Zealand Dolphin’. 
 
Mainly on the East Coast South Island and 
around the North Island.  
 
Often enter and travel some distance upstream 
of rivers in flood. 
 
1980 Doak, 1981 New Zealand 
 
Northern 






‘Mostly in the northern half of the South Island, 
occasionally further north and south’. 
Found in small groups. 
 
Surfers have surfed with dolphins in Pegasus 
Bay. 
Early 1980s Baker, 1983 New 
Zealand, Bay 














 Ranges from the Bay of Islands in the north to 
Foveaux Strait in the south. Most abundant 
between Cook Strait and Foveaux Strait, only 
rarely seen north of East Cape and Kawhia.  
 
The dolphin lives close to shore, usually within 
8km, and prefers muddy or discoloured water 
seaward of estuaries such as those off 
Greymouth, Te Waewae, Cloudy Bay and around 
Banks Peninsula. 
 
Tagging studies (Cloudy Bay) suggest this species 
forms semi resident or resident groups with 
small ranges. 
 
Swim in small schools of 2 to 30 individuals. 
 




Estimated abundance – 5,000 – 6,000 (based on 











– Cook Strait 







































Relatively abundant around entire South Island, 
with the exception of Fiordland (deep water, but 
also 3 bycatch in Milford Sound, 1977). 77% of 
population is south of Cook Strait. 
 
 
Repeated sightings over a number of years from 
MAF (Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries) 
research crew of Hector’s dolphins congregating 
in the same locations off the mouths of the Buller 
River, Clarence River, Kaikōura Peninsula, Banks 
Peninsula and off the mouths of Rakaia, 
Rangitata and Waitaki. 
 
Around North Island, distribution is restricted to 
the West Coast from Cook Strait to Dargaville. 
Sightings have been reported from Wanganui 
River, New Plymouth and north along the coast 
to Manukau Harbour.  
 
30 Hector’s sighted 65 n. miles west of Manukau 
Heads from a naval survey vessel (3706’S, 
17305’E) in water over 750m dee. There is no 
doubt that the identification on this sighting is 
correct. Reported sightings by a fishermen of 
“small grey-white dolphins, with black fins and 
no beak, close inshore off Kaipara and Hokianga 
harbours (R. Cooper, pers.comm.). 
 
5 Hector’s dolphins sighted at Whitianga, 
Coromandel, February 1977 
 
5 seen from a tuna boat off Whale Island, Bay of 
Plenty, 15 March, 1978 (Geoff Tunnicliffe, pers. 
comm, Canterbury Museum). 
 
Observed frequently in Palliser Bay, east of 
Wellington Harbour, by fishermen. Although 
unusual in Wellington Harbour, recent incidental 























a few miles north of the Harbour entrance . (A.N. 
Baker, pers. comm) 
 
30 Hectors dolphins seen in Keneperu Sound 
repeatedly jumping vertically from the water 
and milling around school of anchovies (baitfish); 
very excitedly (April, 1984, J Meredyth-Young, 
pers. comm.) 
 
Strandings reported from Wakapatu (by Colac 
Bay, Southland), North Taranaki; Ruapuke, 
Raglan; 
Incidental catches in both trawl and set net 
fisheries. Catches from Waiheke Island, New 
Plymouth, Kaikōura, Banks Peninsula, Pegasus 
Bay, Golden Bay, Tasman Bay. 
Reported catches for 1983-4: 5 off New Brighton, 
all females 
 
Approximately 100 unreported Hector’s 
dolphins caught in Timaru-Canterbury fishery 
during 1983-1984. 
“The MAF biologist responsible for the rig fishery 
believes that the unreported catch of Hector’s 
dolphin in the Canterbury and Pegasus fisheries 
is probably 100 plus per year and expects 
proportionally high catches in all other inshore 
set-net fisheries for rig (Malcolm.P.Francis, pers. 
comm., Fisheries Research Division) 
 
Hector’s dolphin sightings begin to peak in late 
summer, at the height of the set net fishery 
In the absence of accurate catch figures, it’s 
possible that between 100 and 200 Hectors’ 
dolphins are taken in coastal set nets in NZ 
annually. 
Characteristically occupies turbid inshore coastal 
waters and appears to congregate off river 





More widely distributed around New Zealand 
than previously believed. Not in decline as 
proposed by Gaskin, 1976 
 
Pods sizes range 2-13. Large groups of 60 – 80 
seen in single locations, usually aggregation of a 
number of small pods in a single area, rather 
than a big cohesive unit travelling around 
together over a period of time. 
 
Single sightings are unusual.  
 
Distribution is highly clumped according to 
Cawthorn (1988). Even within areas of 
high abundance, groups are unevenly spaced. 
Most often seen in small groups, with a tendency 




Canterbury Two former set netters caught 28 dolphins 
between them during 1982/1983 summer 
 
1985 Smith 1985 Banks 
Peninsula, 
Marlborough





Common from Banks Peninsula to Marlborough 
and the top of the South, and Hokitika to Cape 
Egmont. Rare elsewhere.  
 
Large schools are an exception.  No known 
seasonal movements. 
 





with a few 
offshore 
tTransects 





NZ Conducted the first survey to estimate 
distribution and abundance, in order to estimate 
total population size. South Fiordland and 
Stewart Island not surveyed. North Island survey 
conducted in winter. Only Whanganui to Kaipara 
Harbour included. 
 





Current population estimated to be probably 




1985 Slooten et al 
2001 
Golden Bay 65 dolphins in Golden Bay in the mid-80s from 
survey data. 
 




Approximately 134 Māui dolphins in the mid-80s 









740 dolphins estimated. 








Very commonly seen within 100m of the shore, 
in muddy waters near river mouths but also off 
rocky, weed dominated shores as well as sandy 
beaches, and are often seen surfing at beaches, 
repeatedly riding waves into water a shallow as 
half a metre deep. 
 
Occasionally seen swimming a short distance up 
rivers, especially the Buller and Grey rivers. 
 
One individual in the photo-ID catalogue is 
almost albino, on which even the normally black 
markings around the eye and blowhole are so 
light, they are nearly indistinguishable. 
 
Dissected 33 Hector’s dolphins to date, this only 
included 7 sexually mature specimens. 26 were 
juvenile! 
 
Most small groups are of mixed sex and size. 
Occasionally nursery groups seen in summer, 





Pronounced movement inshore into larger bays 
and harbours from early November to late April. 
 
 “Historically, Hector’s dolphins have been 
subject to a low, but directed take, mainly for use 
as bait in traps for rock lobster Jasus edwardsii 
(A.G. Dobbins, pers. comm) “p. 336. Seems to 
have stopped in recent years due to 
popularisation of dolphins on television and 
introduction of the marine Mammal Protection 
Act 1978. 
 
Incidental catch is much more serious. One 
fisherman, on the northern side of Banks 
Peninsula caught 44 dolphins in set nets for rig 
and elephant fish during the 1985/1986 summer 
season. 
 
Estimate 50-90 Hector’s dolphins caught by 
commercial set nets each year in the Banks 
Peninsula area. 
 
The Pegasus Bay and Canterbury Bight area has 
high bycatch of Hector's dolphin (Slooten and 
Dawson, 1988) because inshore gillnetting and 
locally abundant Hector's dolphins combine to 
an extent not seen elsewhere.  Later research 
showed that bycatch occurs throughout the 
range of Hector’s and Maui dolphins (e.g. 
Slooten and Dawson 2010). 
 
Boat survey 






















First survey to estimate distribution and 
abundance, in order to estimate total population 
size. South Fiordland and Stewart Island not 
surveyed. North Island survey conducted in 
winter. Only Whanganui to Kaipara Harbour 
included.  Single sightings are unusual. 
 
Current population estimated to be probably 










From over 100 interviews, most fishermen 
around the South Island were familiar with the 
species, saw it regularly, usually within 2 nm 
from shore. Only 6% had seen them past 5 nm. 
Later surveys, extending further offshore, show 
that Hector’s and Maui dolphins are common in 
waters up to 100 metres deep (e.g. Rayment et 
al. 2010; MacKenzie and Clement 2014). This is 
at least 20 nm offshore off the east coast of the 
South Island. 
 
13% of West Coast North Island fishermen saw 
the species regularly, between Raglan and 
Kawhia. 
Uncommon in the north of South Island.  
 
Distribution is highly clumped. Even within areas 
of high abundance, groups are unevenly spaced. 
Most often seen in small groups, with individual 
dolphins clustering together in groups, and 
groups also clustering together.  
Found off both sandy and rocky shores. Saw 
dolphins in most inshore habitats, and in a wide 



















Individuals are resident in small geographical 
areas, ‘forming relatively closed populations’. 
 
Hadn’t observed any of the dolphins from the 
north side of Banks Peninsula venturing to the 
south side and vice versa in photo-ID research. 
There appeared to be very little mingling 
between the two hapū, and even within these 
areas, individuals had different preferential 
areas.  
 





Observed smaller groups of dolphins coming 
together and fusing into large groups, and the 
rates of sexual behaviour went up. The ‘fusion of 
groups appears to be important in stimulating 
sexual behaviour’. So when groups are further 
apart, there’s probably lower pregnancy rates in 
low density areas.  
 
Individuals had loose associations with many 
other dolphins, rather than just a few close 
relationships, even though they lived in smallish 
areas of water. ‘Small groups of regularly 
recurring associates appear to travel through 
their range frequently joining other groups for 







































At least 230 Hector’s were caught in commercial 
and recreational set nets (nets set to catch fish 
that live on, in or near the seafloor), 
as known cause of death. Many catches are 
unreported, so true number of dolphins caught 
may be be much higher.  
  
During interviews, many commercial fishers 
reported catching dolphins in gillnets, and it 
became clear that many more dolphins were 
caught than was previously believed. p.96 
 
‘Dead Hector’s dolphins are often washed 
ashore and include those that died of natural 
causes and those that were drowned in nets and 
discarded at sea.’ p. 100  
   
43/60 dead Hector’s retrieved from Banks 
Peninsula had net marks  
During 1988 NZ boat surveys, they estimated 
that approximately 740 Hector's dolphins were 
present in the Pegasus Bay and Canterbury Bight 
area at the time of the survey. ‘The known level 




exceeds 30% of the number of dolphins 
estimated present in 1984. ‘p.107  
 In the 1980s, at least 60 Hector’s were caught 
every year off Pegasus bay, Canterbury Bight 
area by commercial and recreational set netting.  
 
Nets are usually set in the afternoon or evening 
and emptied the next morning to be reset as 
soon as emptied. Nets are not returned to port 
unless the fisher anticipates not fishing for >2 
days. p.97  
 
Most commercial entanglements (89%) occurred 
within four nautical miles (7.4 km) of the shore, 
and in water less that 20 m deep (86%). The 
deepest entanglement occurred in a commercial 
net at 46 m.  A shift in fishing effort, further 
offshore in later years increased the water depth 
in which entanglements occur. 
  
All amateur entanglements occurred 
in water less than 16 m deep (range 2 - 16 m).   
There are more than 2000 recreational fishers 
that occasionally set net in the general Pegasus 
Bay, Canterbury Bight area. 
 
 ‘In 1987/88 five vessels were regularly gill 
netting in the Pegasus Bay/Canterbury Bight 
area. Only one of these five fishers used gill 
nets year round, all others used some other 
method for part of the year. Only in November 
and December did all five fishers use gillnets. The 
total amount of net set (all fishers combined) 
increased from 5,350 m in October to 14,500 m 
in November, and remained fairly constant until 
February when it dropped to 7,350 m. Only 2-3 
of these fishers gillnet over winter when the 
total amount of net set is usually 4,000-6,000 m. 
The amount of net set varied widely among 





‘All fishers reported that entangled dolphins 
rarely do significant damage to nets. Dolphins 
were caught while fishers were targeting for rig, 
elephant fish, school shark and dogfish (16 
dolphins) and kahawai (2 dolphins). Fish caught 
in the same nets as the dolphins were 
predominantly rig, elephant fish, dogfish, school 
shark, kahawai, moki, flounder and sole. ‘ p. 101  
From talking to fishermen, entanglement rates 
have been high since the mid-1970s.   
2 former set netters caught 28 dolphins between 
them during 1982/1983 summer   
‘The data in Table 1 (years 1984-1988) indicate 
that commercial entanglements reached their 
peak in the 1985/86 season and have declined 
since. The primary reason for this peak was the 
introduction of the quota management system 
in 1986. The total allowable catches for rig, 
elephant fish and school shark were reduced by 
82.5%, 65%, and 65% respectively from the 
catches of the previous year. This resulted in a 
shift by fishers towards targeting species such as 
dogfish, ling, and kahawai (MAF, unpub. data). 
Only one fisher specialized in catching kahawai. 
Dogfish and ling are predominantly caught in 
gillnets set further offshore than are rig and 
elephant fish, so fishers have tended to fish 
further offshore. This apparent shift in the 
distribution of fishing effort is believed to be the 
major reason for the reduced bycatch of Hector's 
dolphin in the 1987/88 season.’ 107    
‘The inshore movement of dolphins coincides in 
time and space with commercial inshore 
gillnetting effort, particularly that for rig and 
elephant fish, which are typically fished in 
shallow, close inshore waters, sometimes just 
beyond the surf zone. This is precisely the zone 
in which Hector's dolphin are most common. 
Gillnetting effort for rig and elephant fish 
reaches its peak at the time when Hector's 
dolphins are calving, and calves are often caught 
in fisher's nets. The summer inshore movement· 
of dolphins also coincides with the holiday 
season and its associated amateur gillnetting.’ 




Seven commercial fishers reported catching 
dolphins in their gillnets between 1984-88. Only 
one commercial gillnetter reported catching no 
dolphins over this period. Two commercial 
gillnetters commented that over some periods 
(e.g. the length of the time they were fishing 
inshore for rig and elephant fish, (about 12-15 
weeks) they typically caught one or more 
dolphins per week. Three fishers commented 
that to catch two in the same net was not 
unusual. In December 1985 one fisher reported 
that he had caught an average of one dolphin per 
day for the previous two weeks while gillnetting 
for rig and school shark. In September 1985 one 
fisher reported that he had caught 5-6 dolphins 
in one net set off Le Bons Bay, one of the eastern 
bays of Banks Peninsula. The maximum number 
of dolphins caught by a commercial fisher in any 
one year was 44, caught during the 1985/86 
season. This was an exceptionally high catch, all 
other fishers caught less than 20 dolphins per 
year. ‘ p. 102  
 ‘The age frequency of gillnet-caught dolphins 
suggests that young dolphins are especially 
susceptible to entanglement. An interesting 
feature of this sample is that the 2+ age-class 
appears especially vulnerable, more so than 
either the 0+ or 1+ age-classes. Field 
observations show that Hector's dolphin calves 
typically stay in close contact with their mothers 
for the first two years of life. From the third year 
they are much more independent and are 
sometimes seen in groups of subadults with no 
adults present (Slooten and Dawson, unpub. 
data). While with their mothers, young dolphins 
are with an experienced adult, who is likely to be 
more aware of the environmental dangers. Also, 
it is improbable that calves are born with a fully 
functioning sonar system, and sonar ability is 
likely to be at least partly learned. Older 
individuals are not only more experienced with 
respect to environmental dangers but are likely 
to make fewer mistakes with their sonar 
systems. ‘p.109 
 
1980s Russell, 1999 North Island On the West Coast North Island C. hectori are 












There are fewer sightings on the East Coast 
North Island compared to the West, and fewer 
compared to previous years. All sightings are 
between East Cape and Cape Kidnappers. 
 
Most strandings are between North Taranaki 
and Manukau. Dolphins have stranded further 
north in Northland, and south 
near Opunake (between South 






A lone Hector’s dolphin was sighted by a 
commercial fisherman around Cape Kidnappers, 


















Lots of dolphins living and dying off Canterbury 
and Taranaki. Dolphins are also dying around 
Whanganui, Wellington, top of the South and 
West Coast South Island.  
 
High abundance of Hector’s, Dusky and Common 
dolphins living in Tasman and Golden Bay. 
‘Many strandings of the three smaller species of 
dolphin may be a result of incidental catch from 
set nets’. 
 
Brabyn noticed that Nelson and Golden Bay had 
high concentrations of mass strandings and 
single strandings which indicated high levels of 
semi-resident dolphins of multiple species -









Department of Conservation created a Marine 






New Zealand Hector’s dolphin Health Stamp issued 
 
Hector's Dolphin is found only in New Zealand 
waters and only in small numbers. Although the 
species ranges from Kaipara Harbour to Foveaux 




South Island. Only three to four thousand of 
these beautiful creatures exist.  
 
Hector's Dolphin prefers to stay close to the 
coast, seldom swimming more than eight 
kilometres off shore. These shallow waters are 
the dolphins' home - their feeding grounds and 
the place where they breed. And it is here that 
they are in most danger of being entangled and 
drowned in gillnets. 
 
1992 NZ Yearbook, 
1992 
 There are nationwide campaigns to save 
penguins, dolphins, kiwi…. all receiving media 
attention. 
 
1993 NZ Post, 
1993 
 Endangered species series 
Hector's dolphin is the only dolphin confined to 
New Zealand waters. Its numbers are low, 











Hector's dolphins were commonly seen from 
December to March. They were almost always 
within the hauling zone of a working trawler, 
where they showed a range of behaviours 
consistent with feeding. Trawlers were active 
throughout the year, and targeted flatfish, red 
cod (Pseudophycis bacchus), and red gurnard 
(Chelidonichthys kumu). 
 








Individuals have been resighted in the same 
locations for 9 years. The population may be 
comprised of several subpopulations resident in 
particular areas. 
 
1994 IUCN, 1994 
(Reeves et al. 
2013) 
New Zealand Hector’s dolphin changes status from 



















New Zealand ‘The period of impact on Hector’s dolphin is well 
defined as set net fisheries in New Zealand 
began in the late 1920s and became intensive 
with the development of monofilament nylon 
nets and fisheries deregulation in the early 
1970s’. 










Hector’s dolphins are still being seen regularly 
along much of the South Island. But throughout 
much of Southland and Otago, and across the 
top of the South there are only isolated groups.  
 
Distribution has shrunk around most of the 




Hawke’s Bay Another lone dolphin off Hawke’s Bay was seen 
several times in November and December 1995 
by locals, suffers and DOC staff.  
 
During that same November a small pod of 
Hector’s were sighted just a small distance south 
at Bare Island / Motu o Kura. Two years later, 
Hector’s dolphins were sighted again a short 
distance further south at Te Angiangi Marine 
Reserve, Blackhead, on New Year’s Eve by 












Can recognise individual dolphins moving 
around from bay to bay. 
Hector’s commonly seen in the inner and mid -
Queen Charlotte Sound areas and in East Bay. 
 
1996 IUCN,1996 
(Reeves et al. 
2013) 
New Zealand Hector’s dolphins classified from ‘Indeterminate’ 
to ‘Vulnerable’. 
 
1997 NZ Yearbook, 
1997 
 












The average range of alongshore movement for 
Hector’s dolphins is a 31 km length of 
coastline.  Populations ranged from a few dozen 
individuals to a few thousand. 
 
During the 90s, there were still a lot of Hector’s 
dolphins being caught in set nets off Moeraki, 
Westport-Greymouth and Bank Peninsula. Very 
concerned about the Moeraki hapu: this 
population ‘is almost certainly declining, and 
possibly in danger of extinction, especially when 
considering the apparently high calf mortality 















12 known dead Hector’s. Most, if not all were the 
result of bycatch. Three were caught by trawling 
(1-South Kaikōura, 2 -Rangitata). Three were 
caught in set nets. Two were caught in the same 
net in Gore Bay, both males, one and three years 
old. One off Sumner Head. Five washed up on 
the beach around Pegasus Bay. Three of these 
had no net marks, but they had drowned. All had 
eaten shortly before death, another sign they 
died suddenly while foraging. All were immature 
except one seven-year-old male.  
 
Food availability is a driving force of their inshore 
summer migration, Hector's dolphin are capable 
of taking advantage of short-term food 























Maximum densities peaked at 5-18 individuals 
per nautical mile of coastline between Cape 
Foulwind and Hokitika. Summer densities were 
nearly 3 times higher than winter densities. 
 
Hector’s concentrated near river mouths, 
Ngakawau, Buller, Grey, Arahura, Haast, 
Arawata, and prominent headlands (Cape 
Foulwind, Dolomite Point/ Punakaiki, Point 
Elizabeth / north of Greymouth, Tauperikaka 





‘The West Coast Conservancy cetacean file’ 
contains 74 stranding records between 1984 and 
1996, most of Hector’s dolphins previously 
caught in set nets. 
 
1-60 pod size. 
Small-medium-sized groups of Hector's dolphins 
(Cephalorhynchus hectori) with 1-60 individuals 
were observed in almost all areas of Westland in 











n, or were 
duplicate 
sightings. 
Russel, 1999 North Island Sightings are located in Hawkes Bay, and around 
Wellington and Kapiti. Māui dolphins are 
reported within both Manukau and Kaipara 
harbours. Most strandings are between Muriwai 
and Kariotahi (just north of Port Waikato). 
Strandings also occur at Kawhia and Dargaville. 
Public awareness to report strandings increased 
in the 1990s. As a result, there was an increase 
in reports around the South Island, but a lack of 
increase in North Island stranding reports. 
Probably because the population has decreased 
so much, there are fewer animals left to strand. 
Russell conducted field work and estimated 33-
100 dolphins, mostly seen Kaipara to Kawhia. 
Compared to previous data, there has been a 
shift in sightings and strandings data, 
northwards. 
Māui dolphins have smaller pod sizes than South 
Island, indicating smaller sizes of local 
populations. Seeing solitary Māui dolphins 
around the North Island is common, yet it is 
unusual in the South Island. 
 
There are 118 sighting reports of Hector’s 
dolphins around the North Island between the 
years 1968 and 1999. 63% are during the 1990s.  
Half of the sighting locations were from 
Manukau to New Plymouth. Locations included 
Bayly’s Beach, Dargaville, Pukerua Bay (Kapiti), 




Castlepoint/ Wairarapa, Palliser Bay, Wellington 
Heads. 
Only 6 stranding reports are used prior to 1970. 
Strandings were more common in the south of 
Cape Egmont and East Cape. Between 1970 and 
1999 there are 40 stranding reports around the 
North Island of C. hectori. Most are from 1972 – 
1982.  
From December to February, strandings are 
double the number compared to other seasons. 
This may be partly because dolphins are closer to 
shore at this time of year, and partly because 
there are more people visiting the shore, 
noticing stranded dolphins. 
 
‘Anecdotal evidence from coastal residents, 
suggests a further reduction of the distribution. 
Two pods of Hector’s dolphin were known to 
reside in the waters out from Mokau-Awakino. 
Pods have been sighted there for the past 12-15 
years. The southern pod has not been seen since 
December 1997. The absence of dolphins has 
been noted to coincide with the movement 
closer inshore of the commercial fishing boats in 
the North Taranaki Bight. People in other coastal 
Taranaki towns, e.g. Awakino, and New 
Plymouth) have made similar anecdotal reports. 
The stranding data provides evidence that six of 
the last seven deaths have been pregnant or 
lactating females, indicating a high loss of 
breeders and associated loss of calves. Given the 
small size of the population suggested from the 
stranding rate, and from field counts, 
conservation management is a matter of 
urgency. 
Hector’s dolphins being killed in set nets in the 
North Taranaki Bight’ p. 55.  
 
The high incidence of set net fishing off the East 
Coast of the North Island may be partially 
responsible for the decline in the North Island 
population of Hector’s dolphin, both through 





In the last 30 years, the North Island Hector’s 
dolphin has been found along most of the West 
Coast. 
 
Set netting occurs around most of North Island, 
more so along the Northeast and East coasts.  
Frequency of reported sightings has decreased in 
all areas except from North Taranaki onwards. 
Distribution is shrinking to the central West 
Coast.  
 
Possibly four discrete subpopulations around the 
North Island: 
Kaipara- Manakau 
Raglan – Kawhia 
Mokau-Awakaino (North Taranaki)  
East Coast  
 
There are also isolated pods near Cape 



















 Aerial survey, no dolphins seen around North 
Taranaki 
 
Found from Hawke’s Bay down to Palliser Bay, 
and Whanganui River north to southern Ninety 
Mile Beach. Most abundant between New 
Plymouth and Kaipara. 
 
1999 Baker, 1999 Cook Strait 
to Foveaux 
Most abundant between Cook Strait and 
Foveaux Strait and is only rarely seen north of 





Often seen seaward of estuaries and river 
mouths along east and west coasts of the South 
Island. Marlborough Sounds, Kaikōura and Banks 
Peninsula are also good places for viewing them.  
2000 IUCN, 2000 
(Reeves et al. 
2013)  
New Zealand Hector’s dolphins classified as Endangered. 
































‘Gene flow occurs mostly between adjacent local 
populations. As a result, the loss of such local 
populations will cause a gap in the species’ 
geographical range, increasing the likelihood of 
population fragmentation and isolation’ 
 
Māui have declined from at least 3 lineages to 
one. Likely declined to such a low level, 
possibility of inbreeding depression must be 
considered. 
ECSI has declined from 9 to 5 lineages. 
Significant declines. 
 
Zero diversity predicted by 2018 
 


















16 dolphins; 75% entangled  
1 commercial set net,  
1 recreational  
8/8 females immature, 2.5 years old or less  
1 female, Māui, Kawhia, recent food, sudden 
death (possible entanglement)  
11/16 set nets  
2 – too decomposed  
1 – baby, unknown origin  
















18 dead dolphins, 83% entangled  
3 Māui, all around Port Waikato and beach to the 
north of Port Waikato – 2 definite set net, 
1 suddden death  
3 commercial – Buller, Hokitika, Pegasus.  
Rest beachcast, 1 at sea (set net)  
15/18 set nets  
1 disease  
2 – too decomposed  
 
 83% of incidents were most likely due to 
fisheries bycatch. Three Māui were caught, all by 
Port Waikato. One had disease, 2 were too 
decomposed. 
 
There was bycatch from Buller, Hokitika and 
Pegasus. Of the 6 female dolphins caught, 4 were 
immature, 1 was unknown, and one was a 6-














Golden Bay 65 dolphins in Golden Bay, survey estimate from 
1984/85. Group size ranged 3-18. 
 
Tasman Bay and Golden Bay are low density 
areas for dolphins 
 
In the 2001 Golden Bay surveys, 5 groups of 
Hector’s were encountered over 8 days. 
 
The AristoCat crew said that they see Hector’s 
dolphins at the Collingwood mussel farm roughly 










Individual dolphins clearly seen from bay to bay 
on a regular basis. 
Hector’s commonly seen in the inner and mid  














































In the early 2000s, there were still sightings 
coming through from the East Coast North 
Island, a pod of 8 were sighted off Napier in 
November 2001.  
 
There was a sighting of a lone Hector’s dolphin 
off Tolaga Bay, May 2002  
There were many unconfirmed sightings off 
Palliser Bay and south of Castlepoint, Wairarapa 
(Kaiwhata River mouth/Flat Point area; Bruce 
Dix, pers. comm.). 
  
Commercial fishers have seen Hector’s off Akitio 
river mouth over the last 15 years (1988 – 2003) 
(Hans Rook, pers. comm). 
 
Many sightings in and around Marlborough 
Sounds. Seen off almost every large river mouth 








Pichler 2002 NZ Timaru, Māui undergone recent population 
decline over last few generations. Both decline in 
MtDNA. 
North Island, Timaru and Pegasus have lower 
haplotype diversity compared to other 
populations. 
 
Pichler (2002) acknowledged that two further 
populations may exist – Porpoise Bay in the 
South Island, and Napier in the North Island, and 
stated that these sites would be most important 
for further analysis of Hector’s dolphin 
population structure. 
 
Although dolphins move on- and off-shore with 




time of day (Stone et al. 1995, 1998), they do not 
move far along the coast. 
 
Replenishment of the Timaru population would 
only originate from adjacent populations.  
 
As little as 15 000–16 000 years ago the North 
and South Islands were connected by a 
landbridge across the Cook Strait (Lewis et al. 
1994). This would have resulted in the isolation 
of the east and west coasts of New Zealand for 
up to 100 000 years and allowed connection 
between the West Coast and North Island 
populations by contiguous coastline. The current 
similarity in allele frequencies of the local 
populations on the northern half of the South 
Island would suggest that, for a period after the 
re-emergence of Cook Strait there has been 
some degree of migratory interchange 
(secondary hybridisation) between the East 
Coast and West Coast populations. This 










New Zealand Using population modelling to estimate previous 
dolphin abundance. Involves back-calculations 
using estimates of set net entanglement rate, 
data on bycatch, fishing effort, abundance 
estimates for all subpopulations.  








NZ ‘The distribution of Hectors dolphins in the South 
Island used to be continuous around the whole 
coast except for Fiordland. There is genetic 
evidence that the southern Te Waewae bay 
population is linked to the West Coast 
population. 
The North Island distribution of Hector’s and 
Māui’s dolphin used to extend from Mahia 
peninsula in Hawkes Bay, around to the southern 




west coast from Wellington in the south to the 
north-western end of Ninety Mile Beach in the 
north’ (p. 16). 
Confirmed reports of Hector’s dolphins in Shark 
cove, Dusky Sound and Milford Sound 
and anecdotal reports in Preservation Inlet. 
 
1999 Martien et 
al. 1999 
New Zealand ‘As dispersal increases, a larger proportion of the 
total population is exposed to the high fishing 
efforts in certain management units, allowing 
those management units to act as demographic 
sinks’. 
‘A correlation between good dolphin habitat and 
good fishing areas combined with dolphins 
choosing to disperse to good habitat would 
result in a mortality magnet for dolphins’. 
‘Management strategies which include a 
reduction in fishing effort in the areas where 
Hector's dolphins are highly imperiled, such as 
the North Island population, are likely to be 
highly effective, while an increase in fishing 
effort could be extremely detrimental’.  
‘Conservation efforts and resources should focus 
on the South Island west coast population and 
the highly imperiled North Island population’. 
‘The data available are sufficient to conclude 
that these populations will decline if fishing 








Genetic testing of historical samples confirmed 
Māui dolphins occupied the Taranaki region, and 
were present further south in Whanganui and 
Wellington regions. 
Māui dolphins inhabited New Plymouth and 
Taranaki regions as recently as 1989. 
Recent public sightings have been reported from 
north of the Kaipara Harbour south throughout 
Taranaki region. 
South of Pariokariwa Point and in Taranaki Bight. 




Waiongona (Waitara), 2009 and photo from Port 
Taranaki, 2007. 
The alongshore distribution of Māui dolphins 
may extend further south than current 
protection (Pariokawa Point and Oakura), 







 Some dolphins travelling in opposition to the 
prevailing direction of migration. 
 
Haplotype J is found off the west coast of the 
North Island today and was present in the Bay of 
Islands in the 1800s, indicating that this 
haplotype has always been present off North 
and South Islands. 
 
2000 Reeves et al. 
2000. 
 
North Island Māui dolphins are designated as Critically 
Endangered by the IUCN 
 Derville et al. 
2016. 
North Island No abundance estimates prior to 1970 exist, but 
historical data, strandings and sightings, surveys, 
suggest a contraction in range from all around 
the North Island to now between Kaipara and 
Kawhia harbours on the west coast. 
 
Māui dolphin population currently occupies a 
small subset of its historic range (Russell,1999; 
Ferreira & Roberts, 2003; Slooten et al 2006; Du 
Fresne, 2010; Oremus et al 2010). 
Model probably underestimates suitable 
habitats. 
‘Yes, these predictions indicate that during the 
summer months, pockets of suitable habitat 
exist all round the North Island.’ p.272. 
Historical sightings suggest that Māui or Hector’s 
dolphins may have previously occupied areas 





These pockets are separated by great distances, 
deep and cold waters – might act as natural 
barriers to population connectivity, contributing 
to species’ isolation and decline.  
The lack of connectivity is a matter of concern for 
the recovery of the population. 
2002-2018 Abraham et 
al. 2016 
 
NZ Common, dusky and bottlenose dolphins; orca; 
sea lions, leopard and fur seals; basking, thresher 
and seven-gilled sharks; yellow-eyed and blue 
penguins; albatrosses, petrels and titi 
(shearwaters); turtles and more are also caught 







Appendix 2: Van Beneden, 1881 translation (French-English) 
 
Translated from the original (van Beneden, 1881) French to English, by McGrath, G, 
2018. 
 
Van Beneden, P. J. (membre de l’Acadēmie). (1881). Notice sur le nouvelle dauphin de 
la Nouvelle-Zēlande. Bulletins de l’Académie Royale Des Sciences, Des Lettres et Des 
Beaux-Arts de Belgique., 3(1), 877–887.  
 
 
COMMUNICATIONS AND READINGS 
On a new dolphin from New Zealand, by M. P.-J. Van Beneden, member of the Academy. 
 
We received a complete skeleton, with the skin of a Dolphin captured in the waters of 
New Zealand, under the name of Clymenia obscura. In verifying this determination, it 
appeared to us that this Cetacean merited a notice, especially since we have published 
in the Bulletins in 1875, the drawing of an animal very close, if not similar, [Begin Page: 
Page 878), under the generic name of Orca (1), which Castelnau has observed at the 
Cape of Good Hope.  
Gray made, the first, mention of Clymenia obscura, under the name of Delphinus 
obscurus, in his Spicileglia zool. (tab. 2, fig. 2, 3) and in Erebus and Terror (tab.16), and 
he considers it as synonymous with the Delphinus obscurus (var.) of Qnoy (Journey of 
the Astrolabe). Gray regarded this cetacean as an intermediary between the Delphinus 
and the Lagenorhynchus, in fact a Tursio and in 1864 he proposed the generic name of 
Clymene (2).  
 In 1868 (3) Gray compared the Clymenia obscura to the Clymenea similis and, in the 
supplement to his catalog (4). It shows the pterygoidian bones of the two species which 
show us that our Delphinid is a very different animal than that from the Cape.  
In effect, by comparing these bones of our Cetacean with those of the Clymenia obscura 
or Similis, we find notable differences in the contour of their incisal edge: in these two 
species the bones join on the median line at an almost right angle, while in our Cetacean, 
these same bones, by meeting themselves, {or coming together}, leave a space in the 
form of a horseshoe between them. 
On the other hand, the head is perfectly congruent with that which is represented under 
the name of Cephalorhynchus Heavisidii (Ostéographie, atlas, pl. 36, fig.1). 
And if we compare the drawing of the skull and the body with the figures published by 





(1) Bulletins de l'Académie royale des sciences, 2nd series, vol. 36, 7; July 1873. 
(2) Proceedings of the Zoological Society 1864, p. 237; in 1866, p. 215. 
(3) Proceedings of the Zoological Society 1868, p.146. 
(4) Supplement of the catalogue of Seals and Whales, 1871, p. 71. 
 
[Begin Page: Page 879] 
…of Electra clangula (Catalogue of the Whales and Dolphins, 1873, pl. 1 and pl. 3), we 
find a similarity almost complete with this species: the skull offers exactly the same 
conformation and the teeth match by the number as by the form. 
The same is true of the skin: the colouring system perfectly matches and the drawings 
from the underside of the body to the throat and the flanks are quite the one that we 
had thought specific to the great and terrible Cetaceans known under the name of Orca. 
The body is pale, yellowish below, from the throat to the anus and continuing even, on 
the median line, by a narrow band just half the length of the caudal region. At the height 
of the anus, the band extends on the flanks and forms exactly the same design as in the 
Orca. 
When the animal is placed on the back, we see the white band of the median line 
suddenly stop between the pectoral fins, then start again below the head by two strips, 
which then merge and extend to the end of the mandibles. 
It should be noted that the white does not blend imperceptibly on the edges through to 
the gray. 
On the flanks the black is very dark in almost all the length of the body. 
In the Delphinus hastalus the delineation below the body differs from that of our 
Cetacean, in that it almost stops towards the middle of the belly, judging from the 
reproduced figure by Rapp, instead of extending to the front of the pectorals; Under the 
throat a band appears clearly circumscribed, terminated in a point forward and 
backwards. 
Rapp has reproduced under the name of Delphinus hastatus a drawing of Delphinus 
heavisidii, pl. 3. It depicts  
 
[Begin Page: Page 880]  
the profile in its natural position and lying on its back to show the colouration (1).  In 
general one need not give too much importance to colour, but we consider that the 
Globiceps of all ages and all the localities always show exactly the same design, we 




The Pseudo-orca, which are a little distant from the Orca and Globiceps, do not show, 
according to the photographs that we possess, no particular pattern. The body beneath 
as above does not seem to present a uniform dark colour. 
 The organ which deserves particular attention here is the dorsal fin; instead of 
being terminated in a point in the rear, as seen in the Cetacea in general, it is perfectly 
rounded and this character is very well preserved in dried skin. This form of dorsal fin 
must have an influence on the mode of swimming. 
 In addition to this, the pectoral fins have nearly the same rounded shape, and 
the caudal fin is, on the contrary, deeply echoed in the middle. The tail has the same 
shape as tails of the good soaring Birds. 
The description that Schlegel gives of the skull, teeth and skin of  Delphinus heavisidii, 
after the copies from the Cape, corresponds perfectly to the skin and skeleton of our 
Cetacean. 
 At the Stuttgart Museum we have found under the name of Delphinus hastatus, 
a skin that is stuffed, whose coloration is well preserved reminds us quite well also… 
 
(1) Rapp, die Cetaceen…. Stuttgart, 1873. 
 
[Begin Page: Page 881] 
…of the animal which concerns us. Note, only the shape of the dorsal fin is entirely 
similar to that of the Dolphin, of which we have reproduced the drawing after Castelnau, 
and that under the throat the pale band ends at the front of the pectorals per two lateral 
branches. 
 Schlegel thinks that this Cetacean is very common at Cape of Good Hope and 
appears to represent, in these areas, our Phocæna communis. The Leiden Museum 
received several skins, two skeletons and some skulls, but the learned director of the 
Leiden Museum does not mention the structure of the dorsal fin. 
 Mr. James Hector published in 1873 a catalogue of Whales and Dolphins in the 
waters of New Zealand and it shows, first plate, board, the head of Clymenia obscura 
next to that of the Electra clangula, and pl. 3, its picture shows this same species with 
its external characteristics. It is clear from this comparison, that our animal draws near 
to the external characters as by the conformation of the pterygoidian head and bones, 
that this author designates under the latter name. 
 What is particularly very important to us is the shape of the dorsal fin of this 
Electra, which is similar to that of our animal; but the drawing is not the same; the 
rostrum, instead of being black like the top of the body, is, on the contrary, wholly white, 
and this white forms a mask which surrounds the eye of each side, and then rises above 
the nostrils, depicting a half circle whose concavity is directed forward. The white below 





The animal from which we received the skeleton was captured …[Begin Page: Page 
882]… on the north-east coast of New Zealand. Dr. Finsch of Bremen received it from his 
correspondent and he was kind enough to give it to us. 
Given the shape of the dorsal, pectoral and caudal fins, we propose to retain the generic 
name of Electra to designate the genus and to place our species alongside the Electra 




We will thus characterize this kind, by the rounded dorsal and pectoral fins, the indented 
tail fin, the head without an indentation on top, and the teeth well-spaced apart. 
{Detailed skeleton description is given.} 
 
EXPLANATION OF PLAN 2 
1. The animal seen at one third of its natural size. 
2. The same seen from below. 
3. The caudal fin. 
4. The skeleton of the right pectoral fin; Under the radius and ulna we see the three 
bones of the procarp… 











Appendix 3: Conversations on commercial fishers and common 




Both informants agreed to talk on the condition of anonymity of names and locations 
of where fishing occurred. Both concern the South Island. Conversations took place in 
2008 and the descriptions are as close as possible to direct transcripts. 
 
From a 4Th generation fisherman: 
It is wide practice that dolphins are caught as bycatch by rig and elephant fisheries 
that occur in summer, and inshore waters. He was present to see a Hector’s dolphin 
being caught, still alive, and able to be released. 
 “Dolphins like boats and are friendly, so it’s a wide practice they get caught up. 
Fishermen don’t care, don’t want anyone to know, don’t talk about it. They keep it 
under wraps or they become the dirt of society. There’s not a lot of understanding 
between commercial fishermen just how few dolphins there are left. There’s a lack of 
feeling about important biodiversity. They are cowboys, but good bastards. Talk to 
them”. 
About the slicing up of dolphins… 
“It definitely happens in places where a carcass would likely be found by someone on 
the beach. If they are in a deserted place, the whole dolphin is just ditched over the 
side. Some dolphins come up alive and are able to be freed. 
It’s the environment against the economy, and people are greedy, it becomes family 






The second informant worked as a commercial fisherman in a different area. 
When he first inquired about dolphins, one of the crew said they caught them 
and one said they didn’t. It took them two years to spill the beans. He hasn’t 
seen one caught and has never set nets in this area, but he has heard what goes 
on. The Marine Mammal Incident Report form is useless and does nothing. 
He sees the Hector’s along shallow sandy beaches, close to shore, along with 
target species elephant fish and rig. These fish are exported or traded at fish ’n 
chip shops. They are occasionally caught in this area. Nets are set in the 
afternoon, can be 200-2000m long, 3-4m high, are set along the bottom, 
marked by surface floats. They can take up most of the water column. A shorter 
net (500m long) is set the day before and left overnight as an indicator of where 
the fish are. It is reset in the morning and checked twice daily. It is basically left 
out the whole time.  
The rig season lasts 16 weeks, from late spring to summer. The fish go in the 
shallow water to breed. Dolphins are boat positive. Nets are usually always put 
out while dolphins are swimming around. The water is all murky so you can’t’ 
tell if or when a dolphin has been caught. He believes they are good at avoiding 
the nets and not getting caught. The fishing boat he works on catches eight or 
nine a season, some catch one a week. It is equal to one dead dolphin every four 
to six tonnes of rig. His skipper has been working for 20 years on the boat, and 
has caught six dolphins: one two years ago, and four by set netting recently. 
They also catch thresher and seven gilled sharks, mutton birds, penguins and 
seals. Dolphins are cut into little bits and thrown over the side. It is standard 
practice not to declare dolphin fatalities as if they do declare them, their fishing 
ground will be closed. They will lose their job and income. “So why waste your 
time recording bycatch? It’s a good rig fishery in this area. Dolphins are caught 
from October to March when the rig migrate.” 
To get fishing work, you are either born into it, or you are the dregs of society, 
as “Why would you want to work there? It’s horrible. You’re wrestling around 




have to clean the fish, cut off the heads, fins, gut them, wash them in seawater 
and put them in bins, with ice and put them in the hold. It’s good money if you 
catch lots, but generally bad money if you’re a deckhand. What’s the trade-off? 
A good career?”  
To complicate matters, his skipper is a Kaumatua and a well-respected man in 
the community. He would be betraying the whole fishing industry if he spoke 
out for the dolphins. “People are too scared to say stuff. They have everything 
to lose in a small town. They risk public abuse walking down the street and in 
the pub. It may be a small minority, but they are abusive and it’s ingrained in a 
fishing town. The whole country will lose its beloved dolphin species if set netting 
gets to live out its days.” 
 He expressed his grave concern for the local Hector's dolphin population and is 
worried about them. If he were to say what was going on down there to the 
Ministry of Fisheries, he would be concerned of a violent backlash against him. 
Both these informants wanted to tell the Ministry of Fisheries, but they could 
not report what is happening to the dolphins as there was no safety net or 
guarantee of anonymity for them or their families. A father would lose his job. 
His family would be seen to have betrayed the whole community and would 










● Progression of increasing hapū, group size; 
● Increasing sizes of larger, temporary hui pods. Group size increasing over 
time will indicate growth of hapū; 
● Larger aggregations becoming more commonly observed; 
● Sightings becoming regular and expected; 
● Range of populations increasing over time, indicating growth of hapū along 
the edges of their distribution; 
● Seasonality becoming less obvious, dolphins often seen close to shore in 
winter too; 
● Nursery pods increasing in size every year;  
● Sightings always of multiple dolphins; and 
● Loads of activity, jumps, leaps and flirtations (i.e. Fig. 7.1). 
 
 
 
 
 
